
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   The Red Cross of Gold XIV:.
 
    
 
   “The Skull of Sidon”
 
    
 
   Assassin Chronicles
 
    
 
   by
 
    
 
   Brendan Carroll
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright 2009
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   This book is dedicated to anyone, anywhere who has ever wished that they could somehow magickally ‘set things right’.
 
    
 
   The characters are fictional and any resemblance to real persons alive or dead is unintentional and coincidental.
 
    
 
   Brendan Carroll can be reached at: BrendanCarroll7@gmail.com
 
    
 
   Follow on Twitter: @BrendanCarroll7
 
    
 
   Follow at Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/BrendanCarrollRCG
 
    
 
   Brendan Carroll blog at:
 
   http://brendancarroll.wordpress.com/
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew fell back from the door of the ruined church as the monstrosity within bolted, almost running him down in the mud. He slipped, slid and caught himself against a mossy block, cursing his luck and the time and the weather. In response to his curse, the glowering gray sky opened up and dumped a deluge of cold rain on his head. He cursed again and yanked the hood of his black cloak up over his hat and pulled it closer over his ears. The wind whipped the soaked tendrils of his hair in his face, making it almost impossible to see which way the creature had gone.
 
   “Up!” He shouted as he turned to his companions. “Don’t let him get away!”
 
   His two miserable companions slipped down the rocky, muddy slope to the ruined gate where their horses were tied. Carlisle Corrigan held an oil lamp affixed to a slender pole in one hand, attempting to shed more light on their path than the strobing effects of the lightning allowed. 
 
   “There, Master!!” Sir Ramsay’s apprentice, Gerald Hamlin, pointed and shouted when the blue, flickering light played across the boulder strewn road that was rapidly becoming a raging torrent of black, murky water, streaming down the sides of the mountains rearing up behind the old Abbey. 
 
   Ramsay jerked his head around and caught sight of the lumbering hulk shambling quite rapidly up the steep incline.
 
   “He’s headed for the rocks!!” Corrigan shouted. “If he gets up there, we’ll lose him, Brother!”
 
   Mark chewed his top lip briefly and pressed one hand against his forehead, blinking the water from his eyes. If they let the thing get away, it could take years to locate him again. The Grand Master would be livid and they would have wasted a great deal of time, money and effort for naught.
 
   “Mount up!” he shouted and grabbed for his horse’s reins. The big horse snorted and reared momentarily, pawing the air, whinnying in protest; its eyes rolled in objection.
 
   The three men managed to get onto their nervous mounts’ saddles and Mark led the way up the incline, allowing his horse to pick the best way around the rocks and boulders protruding from the earth. The water sheeted away behind them, making the climb difficult and dangerous. Again and again, their horses stumbled and neighed in fright as streaks of brilliant blue lightning lit up the ragged storm clouds over the mountains.
 
   The creature they were after was a vicious mindless monster with only one thing in mind. Survival. It had been preying on the small hamlets and villages in the region for several months, killing pigs, chickens and goats in the main, but in the last few weeks, things had taken a turn for the worst and that was when Master d’Brouchart had learned of the incidents. A visiting bishop had taken note of the peasants’ wild tales and passed them on to the Archbishop in Prague, who in turn had passed them on to one of the Cardinals at the Holy See. The Pope, upon hearing the story had sent a special envoy to see the Templar Master in Scotland, asking for his help… nay, begging for his help. The Pope, himself, could not openly acknowledge the existence of the Order of the Red Cross of Gold, but none-the-less had no problem calling upon them for assistance. The Cardinal had intimated that the Grand Master of the elusive Order of Templars still residing in Scotland had a certain interest in what the Church unofficially recognized as revenants. In this part of the world where such things were more common, they were known as Nosferatu… Wampyre or Vampires, undead, living off the blood of living creatures. This bloody bastard, who had supposedly died sometime the year before, had been the object of their pursuit for three long, miserable weeks, culminating in this stormy, midnight raid on the old Abbey just outside of a small Wallachian village northeast of Targoviste.
 
   Chasing vampires was one of the most distasteful tasks put upon the Order’s Knight of Death and he resented the fact more and more as the years went on. Most of these missions were nothing more than fantasies in the minds of hysterical peasants, trying to explain the inexplicable. But this time, they were on to something very real and very dangerous. A real, honest to God vampire. He would have to run him down, cut off his head and bury his body face down in the ground. It was the fifth such creature he had hunted down in his career. They were mean, nasty and generally filthy animals, barely recognizable as having once been human. This one was huge!
 
   They followed the thing up the hillside to another narrow lane winding up the mountainside where the ground leveled out a bit. They drew up in a tight knot and tried to scan the slope further up for signs of the regenerate. The lightning helped, but it was hard to see through the rain that continued to stand against them.
 
   “There!” Gerald pointed again and shouted before spurring his horse up the lane. 
 
   Mark squinted through the rain and saw the fleeting shadow of the hulk slogging through the muddy road a few hundred yards away. He gigged his own horse and rode after the apprentice.
 
   The creature looked back, roared at them and started climbing the slope again on all fours. This rock face was much steeper than the one they had just traversed and if they were going to follow, they would have to go on foot. The thing would have the advantage of higher ground.
 
   Mark caught up with his apprentice and dismounted.
 
   “We’ll go up!” he said and turned to wait for Corrigan to catch up. The Knight of the Golden Eagle dismounted and drew his sword and dagger.
 
   “Stay here with the horses, Brother!” Mark ordered. “Gerald and I will head him off and send him back this way. Keep an eye out. He might double back!”
 
   Corrigan nodded and took hold of the horses’ reins and stabbed his sword in the mud before sheathing his dagger. He crossed himself quickly and said a quick prayer for protection to the Holy Mother and then held his sword at the ready in his left hand.
 
   Half way up the slope, Mark lost sight of their quarry. The rocks, the rain and the shadows obscured him completely. They climbed on until they reached a narrow ledge where they were able to stand upright. The storm was abating, the lightning growing sparser. Gerald suddenly grabbed his arm and pointed to the right. Mark spun around in time to see the creature levering a huge boulder loose with a tree limb. The muddy ground holding the rock in place gave way and the rock tumbled toward them. 
 
   They leapt out of the way, falling face down in the mud as the first boulder crashed past them. The rock struck against more rocks, dislodging them from the mountainside as it went, creating a muddy rockslide, and picking up momentum. 
 
   “Corrigan!!” Gerald shouted and tried to climb to his feet, slipping and sliding down the slope. 
 
   Mark grabbed him and stopped him before he became part of the devastation. The lightning provided a stop-action sequence in front of their horrified eyes as a good portion of the ledge on which they stood plummeted down toward the Knight of the Golden Eagle and their hapless horses.
 
   When the ground stopped moving, there was no sign of Carlisle Corrigan, the horses or the monster who had started the landslide.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One of Nineteen
 
   but the name of the wicked shall rot
 
    
 
    
 
   Carlisle Corrigan dragged Merry up the beach and flung her onto the sand. She coughed and sputtered and sat up, wiping the sand and water from her face. 
 
   “Why did you do that?!” she shouted at him as he sat down and began to pull off his boots.
 
   “You were drowning,” he told her incredulously. “Why’d you jump over if you can’t swim? What are you trying to do, kill yourself?”
 
   “Yes. As a matter of fact. Yes!” she answered angrily and muttered to herself as she pulled off her sneakers and then her socks. “Isn’t that what you all want? Don’t you want me dead? Isn’t that why you came here? To kill me?”
 
   “No, that was not my intention at all,” Carlisle denied the accusation and shook his wet curls. He looked down at the cuts and bruises in his palms and winced at the pain that saving her had caused him… all unappreciated. “I came here to find out what Mark Ramsay is up to. Why he would bring a woman here? I didn’t come to kill anyone.”
 
   “Then why did you kill him?” she asked and then narrowed her eyes. She had just been saved from suicide by a murderer. “Christopher told me what you did to him on the roof.  What has he done to you? He saved my life. He brought me here to keep me from going to jail for something he did. He could have just left me in Texas to face the police or he could have just killed me. Who are you people and what do you want from me? It’s no wonder all the Templars are gone. You kill each other off like flies.”
 
   “We didn’t kill him. He’s not dead… yet,” Carlisle told her as he stood up and offered her his elbow. She pulled herself up and grimaced as the effort hurt her wrists. He frowned as he noticed the blood oozing through the wet bandages on her wrists, the result of another apparently botched suicide attempt. She was a complete failure it seemed. “We just want to talk to him. We want to know the same things about you. Who are you? What do you want from us?”
 
   Merry simple stared at him as if he was from another planet. He was too pretty to be a man and was about four inches shorter than her. His hair was a beautiful strawberry blond and hung about his face in curly ringlets just like her own blond hair.
 
   “We’re a sorry mess, sister,” he said quietly as he perused her soaked bandages, looking for serious trouble and finding none. She had missed the veins or else they were already healed. “Did you do that, too? Did he save you from that, too?”
 
   “I did. And, yes, he did,” she told him irritably. “If it’s any of your business. Your illustrious Knight of Death saved my sorry life twice. And now you’ve done it. What is it with you people? Christopher told me that Mark Ramsay was dead. That one of you stuck him with his own sword.”
 
   “He was dead, but he’s not dead now,” Carlisle told her. “You don’t understand anything, do you?” They walked along the beach back toward the dock volleying insults, questions and rude comments at each other… like old friends often do. True to form of non-interference or possibly indifference, the ferry had gone on about its business as if nothing had happened. Simon came toward them. His face was dark and he was soaked as well.
 
   “What happened to you?” Corrigan asked and frowned when the Healer came closer.
 
   “Stewart pushed me off the dock,” Simon told him and looked at Merry. “Are you all right, Mademoiselle?”
 
   “I’m fine!” She snapped at him. “Now what do we do? Go back to the castle and roast marshmallows?”
 
   “She knows nothing, Brother,” Corrigan told the Healer. “We may have made a serious mistake.”
 
   “It’s a bit late now,” Simon told him and fell in beside them. “They’ve probably roasted Mark Andrew by this time.”
 
   “Roasted him?” Merry stopped to stare at him. “What do you mean? I was kidding about the marshmallows!”
 
   “They think that he’s a sorcerer and a devil worshipper. They want to burn him at the stake because of you and that thing you brought from America,” Simon told her.
 
   “You’ve got to be joking,” she laughed and then frowned toward the castle keep which rose from the highest point of the island. She could see white smoke trailing from three of the many chimneys on the roof. A warm fire would feel good about now. “That thing has been in my family for eons. It has nothing to do with Mark Ramsay.”
 
   “No? Then why did he bring it here? I’m afraid you have gotten yourself into very serious trouble, mademoiselle.”
 
   “But we have to do something,” Merry told them, very afraid of being left alone with no protector at all. Mark Ramsay was not exactly her idea of a Knight on a white horse, but at least he tried to protect her. “We can’t just stand here and let them kill him. He deserves a fair trial for whatever it is.”
 
   Simon raised his eyebrows at the strange turnabout in her attitude and then looked at Corrigan. The Knight of the Golden Eagle shrugged. He kind of liked her. She was unpredictable and a bit confused. At first she was suicidal and hated all of them and now she was the champion of justice and wanted to go against the Knight of the Sword and the Knight of the Apocalypse to save someone she claimed to hate. 
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Thomas Beaujold, Chevalier d’Epee, returned to the main hall, dragging Christopher Stewart behind him. He dropped the limp body of the apprentice at the door and hurried across the wide expanse to where the Ritter von Hetz lay in a dark heap in front of the fireplace. He lifted him by the shoulders and pulled him away from the hearth. Mark Andrew watched him with growing alarm. Christopher! Not Christopher again.
 
   “What did you do to him?” Beaujold shouted at Mark in rage.
 
   “I let him see the truth, Brother,” Mark Andrew answered and then smiled slightly. The dark Knight had collapsed when Mark had released a large portion of his worst memories and nightmares into his unwelcome, psychic gaze. “Would you like to see it?”
 
   “I ‘ope ‘e killed th’ bastard!” Luke Matthew shouted at them and struggled against the chains holding him.
 
   “Shut up!” Sir Thomas snapped at Mark’s twin brother and shook the Apocalyptic Knight’s shoulder roughly. “Wake up, Brother!” 
 
   It was no good. The German Knight’s eyes moved rapidly under his eyelids, but he did not open them or answer him. “Damn you, Ramsay. What have you done to him?”
 
   Beaujold got up again, leaving von Hetz on the floor. He went back to get the apprentice and dragged him to the hearth and then tied him up behind the Knight of Death’s back inside the huge open fireplace.
 
   “Whattar ye doin’?” Mark asked and tried to turn around, but the ropes held tight. He was on his knees in the gritty remains of last night’s fire. Ashes rose up as he struggled and threatened to choke him.
 
   “Be still! You can take your sleazy American apprentice with you to hell,” Beaujold told him as he jerked the bonds tight on the young man’s arms.
 
   “Don’t kill Christopher, Thomas,” Mark Andrew’s tone changed dramatically and his heart lurched. “He’s just a boy, for God’s sake. He didn’t have anything to do with what I did. How could he control me? How can you blame him? God does not cry out for innocent blood. You know that!”
 
   “You don’t know anything about God and what He cries out for,” the Knight of the Sword growled at him. He checked Mark’s bonds once more and backed out of the fireplace, brushing the soot and ashes from his arms and legs. He looked like one of Charles Dickens’ classic chimney sweeps with the black soot and gray ashes smeared on his face, all over his black attire and even in his thin, light blond hair. “But you will find out soon enough what He wants.”
 
   “I accept my fate, Brother,” Mark Andrew told him quietly. “I made a deal with God and I have made my peace with Him. There is no need to shed innocent blood. You have the right man here; don’t make a mistake you will live to regret. He is not the problem.” 
 
   He heard Simon d’Ornan’s soft voice from another time and another place. ‘Are your intentions honorable and worthy of His approval, Brother? Are they completely unselfish and committed totally to His will? Are you prepared to give your life in His service? To put your life entirely in His hands and let go of your own purposes and desires?’ Simon had asked him these questions concerning the deal he had made with God and, at the time, all of the answers had been yes, but now his own selfish desires had overcome his sense of duty to God. He was still prepared to give his life in the service of God and he thought that now he would have the chance to do it. He just didn’t want to take Christopher Stewart with him and his twin brother for whom he had fought so hard to save through the years. God had no intention of leaving him alone… ever. He had sinned with Merry again. And he’d had evil thoughts against his Brothers. Had he not felt just the slightest bit of satisfaction to see the look of sheer unutterable horror on the face of the Ritter von Hetz when he had shown just a portion of what he held in his mind to the man’s prying eyes? Hadn’t it felt just a wee bit good to give his self-righteous Brother a shock and something to think about for a very, very long time? Yes. The answer to these questions was yes. Yes, it had felt very good. And he had enjoyed it almost as much as he had enjoyed destroying James Argonne by the same method when he had killed Christopher Stewart and the rest of his household in another time and another life. It had felt wonderful, in fact, better than good. He had used his mystery to wreak revenge on von Hetz. This, too, was a sin. 
 
   The mysteries were not available for personal use. He had learned that lesson long ago... or at least; he’d thought he’d learned it. If he could just do the same for Thomas Beaujold, his day would be complete and he would be ready to go to hell in a pink and white hand basket. But now his knees were hurting more than the wound in his stomach and he couldn’t feel his feet anymore. At least he wouldn’t feel the fire on that part of his anatomy. It was a shame the rest of him couldn’t be numb as well. Fire had always been one of his most deep-seated fears. Fire and rats.
 
   “Your threats do not frighten me, monsieur,” Beaujold used his worst French accent on him and turned on his heel. He tried once more to rouse the Apocalyptic Knight. The Ritter frowned and then his eyes fluttered open. Sir Thomas helped him up and the Ritter walked stiffly to the table and sat down, holding his head in his hands.
 
   Beaujold knelt before him and looked into his face.
 
   “What did you see, Brother?” He asked him.
 
   “I saw the Abyss,” the Ritter’s eyes were full of terror when he answered. “And I saw my son.”
 
   “You have no son, Konrad. It is some trick the Scot used on you. Black magick,” Beaujold whispered and glanced back at Ramsay. “He is trying to fool you, Brother. He is using his powers on you, trying to make you weak.”
 
   “No,” the dark Knight shook his head. “I don’t know. I have never seen such things. Such terrors. Such evil. Either God’s hand is upon him or he is possessed by the devil himself.”
 
   “If God’s hand is upon him, then He will save him,” Sir Thomas proclaimed and rapped one fist against his own heart. “I swear it! By God, I swear it! He shall meet his god today and we will be rid of his stinking presence.” 
 
   “We will wait a bit,” von Hetz objected and stood slowly, grasping the French Knight’s wrist. “I must meditate on this. You will allow me some time...”
 
   “Of course, Brother. Of course, you are not recovered. I am sorry,” Beaujold said, but looked highly disappointed. He respected the Ritter immensely and trusted him completely in spite of the fact that he was not French. The Ritter had been with Edgard d’Brouchart from the beginning. D’Brouchart trusted him implicitly and Beaujold trusted d’Brouchart. “There is time. No one will bother us here.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry drew a deep breath and crossed herself before sitting down on the stool in front of the bronze scrying dish. In her hand she held a tiny brown bottle of the red elixir known as Dragon’s Blood. Blude draconis, Lucio had written on the paper. Blood from wounds created under impossible circumstances and inconceivable pain. Every time she saw the stuff, she remembered seeing Mark Andrew hanging from the wooden cross in the crypt below the chapel of Glessyn where he had been imprisoned and then crucified by one of his own Brothers.
 
   “In the name of Metattron I ask the powers of the air and of the earth and of the sea and of the fires of damnation allow me to see all that I may desire,” she raised her eyes to the ceiling that was lost in shadows above the reddish glow of the oil lamp sputtering in an unnatural breeze. “In the name of Elu, I ask with all humility that I may have the strength to find what I seek. O great Lord of the Abyss I impel your assistance in drawing forth from this dish the object of my desire.”
 
   She opened the bottle and Lucio and Louis held their collective breaths as she dropped two tiny spheres of the red liquid in the water inside the bowl from a delicate glass straw. The drops seemed to float momentarily intact on top of the water and then they spread rapidly to cover the surface of the water with a translucent rosy film. She glanced at Lucio who sat on one side of the fireplace with his sword across his lap watching her and then at Louis, who sat likewise on the other side of the hearth, also watching her, willing her success with his large pale eyes. She leaned forward and relaxed her eyes, allowing everything in the room to dissolve into a blurred mist as the surface of the water became the only thing she saw. Dark mists swirled in the depths of the water and she was drawn in closer as if she would fall bodily into the dish. 
 
   Nothing else existed. She heard nothing and saw nothing for what seemed like hours as she drifted in a warm cocoon of ecstatic oneness with the universe. This calming, all-encompassing ocean of total consciousness enveloped her and everything around her in deep-seated sense of wellbeing. Eventually, this feeling faded and she began to see things again. At first she could see nothing but a wavering, yellow point of light like the light from a single candle and nothing was immediately apparent except the forms taking shape in the water. A red, glowing backdrop silhouetted black shapes nearer to her. She heard the hollow sound of breathing as if she were inside some great beast as it drew one breath after another in a long, unbroken snore of immense proportions. The figure of a man sitting upon a rock became clear to her. He was leaning one elbow on his knee and his chin was propped in his hand as if he were contemplating some great truth or reality. The red background swirled and flowed behind the black figure of the man. She could not see his face, nor could she make out his clothes or anything about him. The silhouette came closer and closer until the entire scene was black before her eyes and then she was past him and looking over the edge of a precipice into a great chasm. The red glow emanated from the depths of the pit. Red mists drifted in front of her eyes, clouding her vision and obscuring everything. She shook her head reflexively and frowned. The mist cleared and another black shape took form as she seemed to travel on the mists into the pit. The sonorous breathing became louder and made her stomach tremble and her nerves seemed to scream. The black form was huge, mountainous. Her vision skimmed along the surface of the thing. There were scales or layered, overlapping pieces of what appeared to be skin with stubbles of hair or something more closely resembling thorns protruding from the octagonal scales. The breathing sound corresponded with the rise and fall of the surface of the great beast’s chest as the mists drifted above it, alternately clearing and then obscuring her vision. She did not want to see this thing’s face. If she looked upon its face, she would surely perish.
 
   She pulled back her head and the scene reversed. She was moving backwards now. Back up the shaft of the pit through the red clouds and back to the rim of the precipice. Back down the dark passage and then she was looking at the outline of the man again. A terrible roaring scream split the air and she pressed her hands to her ears. Something was coming up out of the pit. The man stood up and looked over the precipice.
 
   “No!” She screamed as he leaned over the pit. “No. Get back!”
 
   But he could not hear her. A great belching rush of red steam rolled up from the hole and the man fell back, holding up both arms in front of him. An incredible shape emerged from the cloud of steam. It looked like a cross between a dragon, a man and perhaps, a dinosaur. It had several loose spikes on the top of its head connected at a single point between its ears. The ears resembled the ears of an elephant, so large they were, but they were black and gray and seemed made of almost translucent skin through which the red glow from below passed easily, illuminating a fan of bones that alternately spread apart and then closed together, raising and lowering the ears. She could not see its eyes. Its face was lost in shadow. Its neck was sickly, blood red in the glow and covered with overlapping rolls of thick skin. This was not what she was looking for. She could hear the man screaming and she opened her mouth to scream with him, but her voice was cut short by the sight of the creature that was looking directly at her now from eyes that glowed like burning coals.
 
   “Who calls the Great Lord of Kurnugi, Keeper of the Chambers of dust and ashes?” An unearthly voice spoke to her. “Who is this daughter of Babylon, high priestess of Ninnib, god of Saturn, Queen of Babylon, where is your king, O priestess? Bring forth the son of Naboplassar that I might see who calls upon Nergal and wakens him from his death’s sleep?”
 
   Lucio rushed forward when Merry fell from the stool to the floor. He’d had no warning that she was about to collapse. One moment she had been gazing into the dish with a serious frown etched on her lovely face and then, she had been shouting and falling. He caught her, only just before she banged her head on the floor and then grabbed the tripod on which her dish of water and precious dragon’s blood teetered. Louis came to his side and took Merry’s weight from him. He caught the bowl in both hands and eased it back onto the bronze tripod, careful not to lose a drop of the water. While Louis was carrying Meredith to the sofa, he leaned forward very slowly to gaze upon the surface of the water, drawn by an overpowering urge to see what she had seen. At first he saw nothing and then the image that rippled into view almost caused his heart to stop.
 
   “O great King Nebucchadnezzar, son of Naboplassar, builder of Babylon, worshipper of Marduk. What is this that thou hast done? Why hast thou summoned me from my slumber? Come closer so that I may gaze upon thy beard and tell me why you have not summoned my brother as you are wont to do?”
 
   “Exalted Nergal,” Lucio reached up to stroke his curly beard only just recently grown whilst he slept in the underworld. A strange overpowering urge gave him courage and he spoke to the image in the dish in a language long thought dead and buried deeply in the sands of history. “May thy lofty lordship be uplifted. In the worship of thy divinity, may I subsist. As in the former days of old unto the days of Nabolplassar did we celebrate the sons of Merodach and the daughters of Shammash, unto you O mighty Nergal, Lord of Kurnugi, I submit myself for judgment.”
 
   “O great King Nebucchadnezzar, thou hast raised many great monuments overlaid with precious stones and gold in honor of my father and my mother and my sisters and my brothers, but never once didst thou raise such a monument in my honor. And now thou wouldst call upon the Mighty Lord of Kurnugi for favors? Wherefore hast thou placed my temple? Wherefore might I gaze upon my likeness in bronze and gold? Wherefore are my eyes inlaid of ivory and ebony? What precious jewels adorn my brow?”
 
   Louis left Merry on the green velvet sofa and returned to stand very near the Italian, looking over his shoulder in the dish where he could see nothing but water.
 
   “Exalted Nergal,” Lucio inclined his head and closed his eyes. “I pray that thou shouldst forgive my impudent nature for I am but a man and not a god. Had I known that you would allow me to see you, I would have caused a great celebration in your honor and would have shown my devotion to your most glorious name by building a shrine and a temple worthy of your greatness.”
 
   “When thou hast builded this temple to my glory, come to me again, O great King, and ask of me thy petition and I will stand in judgment upon thy worthiness as a subject of the Great Nergal.”
 
   The image shimmered and faded from the surface of the water and Lucio looked up at the ceiling. His face was deathly pale and tears ran from both eyes, bloody tears that made Louis cringe with fear for the Knight of the Golden Eagle. Lucio passed his hands over his face and swayed. Louis caught him in his arms and steadied him.
 
   “What happened?” Louis looked at Lucio in surprise.
 
   “I don’t know. I’m sorry,” the Knight apologized needlessly and seemed to snap to attention before rushing to the sofa where he bent over Merry. “Merry?” he asked as he wiped at his eyes.
 
   She rolled her head, but did not wake up.
 
   “The Great Naldnerblorlac,” a terrible voice filled the cavern. Merry was running through the dark cave. Her shadow fled before her on the floor of the cavern which was lit from behind by a growing red glare. “You called the Great Naldnerblorlac, woman. You disturb my dreams. You dare to conjure me and then run from me. Who are you that I should chase you and not squash you like an insidious worm?”
 
   Even as she tried to run forward, Merry felt herself being drawn backwards down the cave physically. 
 
   “Face the Great Naldnerblorlac!” The voice was closer now, vibrating her heart in her chest. Powerful and overwhelming. She fell on her face and scrabbled at the stone in front of her as she slid along the rough floor. Something seemed to be dragging her by her feet. “You have awakened him. What is your parley?”
 
   Lucio was flung backwards as Merry sprang off the sofa and ran for the parlor doors.
 
   She was screaming again. A hand reached out to her and she grabbed it. “Merry,” she heard her name. “Merry!”
 
   “Merry!” Lucio slapped her face and grabbed her shoulders as she fought with him desperately. She focused her eyes on his face and then collapsed against him, sobbing hysterically.
 
   “Stop it!” Louis shouted and grabbed her away from Lucio and pushed her backwards against the wall of the parlor. “I won’t hear it. I won’t have it. You will do this thing and you will keep trying until you’re either dead or successful. You are a poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple and by God, you will act like one or I’ll rip your head off, woman!”
 
   “Brother?” Lucio asked and touched his arm lightly. “I remember a time not so long ago when you took me out back and kicked my Italian ass for hurting her. Would you do the same to her now?”
 
   Louis looked at Lucio and then back at Meredith. Whatever they had seen in the dish, he was grateful that he had not witnessed it.
 
   “Of course not. I beg forgiveness, Sister,” he said and let go of her and straightened the sleeves of her robe primly. “I will not rip your heart out or your head off, but you will keep trying and I will not listen to any excuses. You will do your part, Meredith. If I had the magick, I would do it and I would keep doing it until I succeeded or evaporated. You must succeed.  Failure is not an option.”
 
   Merry nodded. What he said made sense and his treatment of her had been well deserved. Louis was desperate. They were all desperate. They had to find Mark Andrew and bring him back to the present. They could not allow him to remain in the past where he was slowly, but surely destroying the very world around them, trying to ‘set things right’ as he had put it.
 
   “Merry,” Lucio said more calmly and took her hand. “Teach me to do this and I will help you. I think I saw something there.”
 
   “We don’t have time,” she told him. “I don’t even know if it’s possible to teach such a thing to anyone. I’ll try again. I need some water and a bit of a break and I’ll try again.”
 
   “Good, but only a short one,” Lucio acquiesced and smiled tightly at her. His hand clenched around the hilt of his sword hard enough to bend it. The hilt had suffered many such injuries and had been entirely replaced a number of times in Ramsay’s forge. He forced himself to relax and breathe deeply, remembering that Ramsay would not be around to fix it for him if he broke it now.
 
   “I will need you to sit closer. I believe I will have to reach into the dish and physically take hold of him. I believe that is how he did it when he pulled me into the underworld with him. I may have seen him. I saw someone… in the Abyss. I’m not sure who it was.”
 
   “You believe you can physically contact Sir Ramsay?” Louis asked in surprise as they walked down the hall to the kitchen. Planxty and Jonathan were sitting at the table in the dim light of an oil lamp. They got up at once and brought water and tea for the three Knights.
 
   “You say you saw him?” Louis asked as he sat down heavily and accepted a glass of tea from Planxty.
 
   “I saw someone. He tried to help me. One of the demons in Abyss came after me. Naldnerblorlac.”
 
   Lucio nodded and shivered. The name was familiar, but he knew nothing of this one. Lightning crashed in the meadow and Planxty shrieked, as something crashed through the kitchen window into the sink. He dropped the glass he was carrying and ran across the room to look into the sink. Broken glass and pieces of wood from the window panes littered the floor and the cabinet.
 
   “Great God in heaven!” He shouted as they advanced on him cautiously. He backed away from the sink. Merry took one look and ran for the bathroom under the stairs with her hand over her mouth. Yasmin’s rotting head lay in the sink. Her hollow, eyeless sockets staring up at them, the beautiful golden eyes were gone.
 
   “Santa Maria!” Lucio shouted and grabbed hold of Louis Champlain. The Frankish Knight scowled and pushed the Italian off of him. Planxty and Jonathan had fallen back to the table. Jonathan had no intention of looking in the sink. 
 
   “It is nothing!” Louis said in disgust and reached into the sink to take hold of the wet golden braids on top of the head. “It is a trick. A lie. An abomination. An illusion. Nothing,” Louis continued to list everything that the thing was as he carried it across the kitchen. “A falsehood. A deceit. A deception.” He pressed the foot pedal on the trash can and the lid flipped up. “An atrocity.” He dropped the head in the trash and let the lid fall. The clang of the metal against metal seemed to echo much too loudly in the still house.
 
   Stephano Clementi came running down the hall and skidded to a stop in the kitchen.
 
   “What happened?” He asked and looked at the broken window in alarm. The chill wind blew through the opening, kicking up the curtains and spattering the sink and cabinet with raindrops.
 
   Lucio jerked his head slightly toward Champlain. The Frankish Knight stood staring down at the gleaming silver lid of the garbage can. Stephano approached him cautiously and then pressed the lever with his foot slowly as Champlain backed away. The lid rose up and Stephano looked in the trash can.
 
   “We can’t leave this in the house, Sir,” the Italian swallowed hard and shook his head and looked around at them. “It will stink up the kitchen.” He reached into the can and everyone shouted ‘No!’ at once. He turned to face them, holding a dead crow gingerly between his thumb and forefinger. It was well rotted with vermin already squirming in its eye sockets.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Stephano assured them and then limped away down the hall toward the back door. “I won’t melt in the rain.” His arthritis had been bothering him and these sudden weather changes caused his hip to act up quite severely at times.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “I can’t see anything,” Carlisle Corrigan whispered down to them where they stood waiting for his report. They were standing on the rather rickety stairs attached to the outside of the keep and Corrigan was hanging half in and half out of one of the tall slender windows that opened into the main hall. The window was very deep. The wall of the keep was thickest near the ground and they were only ten to twelve feet above the foundations. Merry and Simon helped the Knight back down onto the stairs. In times of war, the glass could be removed completely and the windows used as arrow loops like the gun ports on a ship where any number of ancient and/or modern weapons could be used to lay waste to surrounding enemy forces. Carlisle had wondered where the guns might be stored. Deeply worn grooves in the floor inside the keep belied the fact that some sort of heavy-duty weapons had once been stationed at the windows and he knew that the windows were detachable, but he couldn’t remove the heavy panes from the outside even if he had the tools. If he broke out one of the colorful glass pieces, they would probably hear it in the hall.
 
   “I couldn’t see a thing!” he told them. “The glass is as old as Methuselah. You can’t see through that stuff.” 
 
   They couldn’t go in the front doors at the top of the broad steps. They were making their way up a particularly risky, potentially dangerous set of old stairs rarely used by anyone anymore. Historically, the older castles, such as this one, were notorious for their lack of interior stairs and hallways. All the rooms originally opened directly into one another and all the stairs to the upper floors had been exterior to the main building, leading up from the inner courtyards. The old stairs were still attached, patched haphazardly here and there, zigzagging all the way up to the parapets at the top of the third floor and from the third floor roof, another set of stairs led to the roof of the chapel. But the exterior door to the second floor rooms had been sealed off long ago. They would have to go all the way to the third floor roof and then try to come back down to the main hall from above. Beyond seeing what was happening inside, they had no plan whatsoever. What they could, would or should do was another question.
 
   They started up the stairs and their combined weight on the ancient wooden risers caused it to creak and pop ominously. Merry clung to the wall behind Simon and Corrigan led the way. She was extremely glad that the two men were slight of build.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lavon de Bleu leaned against the wall as the cavern shuddered and shook around all around him. It seemed he had been in the Abyss for ages. He pulled the stopper from the green bottle he carried in his pack and took a small sip of the lukewarm water. He had to conserve it. He’d only brought one bottle. He could hear the various sounds of the dragon drifting up the caverns from somewhere below. A steady cacophony of snoring rumbles set up a strange vibration in the stone itself as all four of its hideous heads breathed in and out at differing intervals. He wanted to see it. Wanted to know that it was still asleep. The memory of the beast haunted him day and night and he woke in cold sweats after every nightmare. Sometimes she had four heads, sometimes five or even six. But always she was talking to him, taunting him about his mother and calling him all sorts of abominable names. Lately, the dreams had come more often and were more disturbing than ever. He could hardly close his eyes without dreaming of her and Oriel had stopped sharing his bed because he kept her awake, kicking and shouting and moaning in his sleep. He missed her presence terribly and was determined to put his mind at ease concerning the serpent. If he could be sure that she was still sleeping, perhaps he could sleep as well and Oriel would come back to their bed. He hated sleeping alone in the big room that he had shared with her for years. He now thought he knew how John Paul must have felt when Michele had left him and gone to America. Lavon had never known what it meant to have someone to care for him as Oriel had cared for him and it had not taken long for him to get used to her attentions and her company. He was damned and determined not to let the memory of his mother and the detestable beast in the Abyss come between them even if it cost his life, as far as he was concerned, his life was through if he could not have his beloved Oriel with him.
 
   The cavern rocked again and he began to worry that there might be another cave-in like the one that had cut them off from Scotland and the overworld so long ago. His last nightmare had been the worst one yet and he had awakened himself trying to climb onto the top of his canopy bed. He had dreamed of his mother. Her severed head had lain on Oriel’s pillow next to him, moving its mouth, trying to speak to him. He’d torn down all the draperies around the bed before he’d awakened to find that it had only been a dream. But the image of his mother’s rotting face and open mouth had been imprinted indelibly in his mind. Why would God cause him to dream such a thing? He picked up the bronze oil lamp and continued down the dark cavern. The skittering noises he had heard since first entering the caverns had ceased and an eerie silence had fallen that was even worse. With a sudden lurch, he realized that he no longer heard the cacophonous breathing of the serpent. Had a landslide blocked the cavern up ahead? Or had she awakened? 
 
   He contemplated turning back, but he was so close. Just a little further and he could see for himself. He was abruptly knocked into the wall by something rushing past him from the stark blackness in front of him.
 
   “Run for your life!” a strangely familiar voice shouted to him and echoed down the corridor in both directions. Lavon turned and fled back up the cave after the fleeting figure that had smacked into him. A blast of cold air struck him on the back and sent chills up his spine. The cavern was glowing now with eerie reddish light and he could feel the pressure difference in his ears as if something of great proportions was pushing the air up the cavern toward him. He dropped the oil lamp and picked up his pace. Only one thing could account for the change. The dragon was not only awake, she was on the move!
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two of Nineteen
 
   Unto you, O men, I call; and my voice is to the sons of man
 
    
 
    
 
   Edgard d’Brouchart frowned and closed his eyes. Something indefinable was bothering him immensely. He could not concentrate on the scriptures the old priest was reading. He opened his eyes and stared up at the white marble crucifix above the altar behind the priest’s head. It seemed that God had stopped speaking to him long ago. Even before he had come here in exile. But the priest was speaking to him now. Personally. These scriptures were meant for his ears only and that was the problem. These other men should not be here. They should not be listening to this. He stood abruptly and a fleeting murmur swept through the monks seated around him. He sat down quickly and folded his hands in the proper pose in front of him to avoid being pinched or slapped for his intolerable behavior. Very strange things were happening in his mind. He felt as if someone were placing thoughts in his brain, flashes of memories, pictures as if taken with still cameras would pop up where they should not be, all beyond his control. As if something or someone were tampering with his memories, adding here, subtracting there. Little things. Minor things, but extremely disturbing things. These occurrences had been going on for quite some time now, but tonight was far worse than ever before.
 
   The priest was reading from the Book of First Kings, chapter 11.
 
   “But king Solomon loved many strange women, together with the daughter of Pharaoh, women of the Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Zidonians, and Hittites.” The old man’s voice was still strong and echoed solidly in the vaulted ceiling of the chapel. 
 
   Zidonians. Sidon. The women of Sidon. Yes. Solomon had especially loved the women of Sidon. A beautiful lot. Solomon had sinned greatly with the women of Sidon and not only in the distant past. There had been connections, unsavory connections, between Solomon and the women of Sidon in the not so distant past as well. The poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple had been in Sidon before they had been forced to retreat from the Holy Lands altogether. He dragged his thoughts back to the present and focused on the sermon. Those were old ghosts he’d thought long dead and buried… literally and physically.
 
    “Of the nations concerning which the Lord said unto the children of Israel, Ye shall not go in to them, neither shall they come in unto you: for surely they will turn away your heart after their gods: Solomon clave unto these in love,” the priest’s voice continued on as the ex-communicated Grand Master of Solomon’s Temple listened as if he had never heard these words before. His blood ran cold.
 
    “And he had seven hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines: and his wives turned away his heart. For it came to pass, when Solomon was old, that his wives turned away his heart after other gods: and his heart was not perfect with the Lord his God, as was the heart of David his father.” 
 
   D’Brouchart’s lips began to move subconsciously as he repeated the scriptures along with the priest. “For Solomon went after Ashtoreth the goddess of the Zidonians, and after Milcom the abomination of the Ammonites.”
 
   “Ashtoreth,” d’Brouchart said the word aloud and received a slap on the back of his head for his troubles. Ashtoreth. Astarte. The goddess of love. The goddess of Venus. The sister of Marduk Kurios. The Mad Arab. The sister of Adar. The Mighty Hunter.
 
   “And Solomon did evil in the sight of the Lord, and went not fully after the Lord, as did David his father,” the priest’s voice seemed to fade from his ears. Adar. Marduk. Astarte. Semiramis. Solomon had worshipped at the feet of Semiramis. And God had turned against him and he had raised up enemies against Solomon’s son and Israel had been lost. Ten tribes lost to the enemies of David and to the enemies of Israel because of his sin. Solomon’s sins with the women of Sidon had caused the loss of ten of the twelve tribes of Israel. 
 
   ‘And the woman was loved by a Lord of Sidon. And it came to pass that the maiden died and after she had died, the Knight dug up her body and violated it. And after nine months was passed, he again dug up the woman’s body and found the bones of a child delivered onto the bones of her thighs. And the Knight took the skull of the abominable child and used the dark powers to overcome his enemies.’ The Skull of Sidon. He had not thought of it in hundreds of years. Why had these thoughts and memories come back to him now? Was he not tormented enough by the memories of the sins of his past? Was he not ridden by guilt at the death of his lifelong friend, the Ritter von Hetz? The skull had been a terrible chapter in the history of the Knights and one that he and the Ritter had managed to squelch until a miserable servant brought it up again after the arrests of the Templars in 1307. The tale was exactly what the Inquisitors and King Philip of France had needed to support their case of heresy and devil worship against the Templars. A skewed rendition of the truth. The thing had been kept. It should have been destroyed. But it had been buried and dug up again and again as the centers of power had shifted from Sidon to Cyprus to France and then to Scotland.  Scotland. Scotland! That is where it had finally come to rest in the hands of the descendents of the so-called Lord of Sidon. A Scotch born Templar of a prominent family. One of the only abominable sins that had come out of Scotland associated with the Templars that could not be blamed on the Ramsay brothers. And surely that is where it still resided. In Scotland. But he had not kept up with it for the past four hundred years. Why were these memories plaguing him now? 
 
   D’Brouchart missed the cue from the old priest and failed to repeat part of the prayer. The man behind him slapped him again. The former Grand Master of the Red Cross of Gold stood up and walked from the chapel, leaving his fellow devotees in shocked silence.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Oh, no! God save us!” Armand de Bleu shouted. “No. No. No.” He repeated over and over as he rushed down the walkway toward the main house. He had been in his office all day, recording the words and symbols from the piece of paper Lucio had scribbled on during the terrible ceremony wherein they had lost Brother Simon. He burst in the back door and pounded down the short corridor to the kitchen. 
 
   The six people sitting at the table looked up at him in alarm. They had just been discussing their strange nightmares and memory glitches they had been experiencing, comparing notes and trying to make sense of things remembered and forgotten. Lucio felt as if his mind were riddled with holes. Champlain complained that he felt continually that he was forgetting to do something, that something was nagging at him besides the obvious problems they faced. In addition, some very disturbing memories had seemed to plague him when he had not thought of them in years. Merry had been trying to remember exactly what had caused her to cut her wrists, she could remember being in a castle somewhere, but she could not remember where and it seemed that Mark Andrew had been there, but she had never stayed in a castle with Mark Andrew. None of them could enlighten her.
 
   “What is the trouble?” Louis asked. 
 
   “The words…” de Bleu was breathless. “The words. You misinterpreted the words. It did not say to impel the Lord of the Abyss. It said to repel the Lord of the Abyss. ‘O great Lord of the Abyss Naldnerblorlac I repel you in drawing forth from this dish the object of my desire’.”
 
   “Don’t say his name!” Merry almost shouted at him and leapt to her feet, but it was too late. A mighty blast of wind buffeted the house and shook it to its foundations. The six people, now on their feet, looked at each other as the wind howled insanely about the house. The lights flickered and went out. Louis’ emergency lights came on, bathing them in an eerie red glow.
 
   De Bleu collapsed onto the bench and dropped his head in his hands.
 
   “I have failed you.” Lucio told them and looked about in dismay. It was he who had made the final interpretations of the strange writings on the paper. The words were very similar to the language of the ancient Sumerians. A language that he had once studied in order to transcribe some very old scrolls for the former Grand Master.
 
   “What have I done?” Merry’s eyes widened as she breathed the question.
 
   “In Ruholla, the Great unnamed one sleeps and dreams,” de Bleu quoted quietly from H.P. Lovecraft. The wind continued to howl and the rain began to spatter through the broken window again. “Man in his unseeing ignorance shall assault the skein which binds his immortality and know not who guides his hand; he shall rupture the air and oceans with fire, and cover the firmament with the venomous shroud of ancient (his name again) shadow. I, Alhazred, have heard his cry, my eyes have beheld the forbidden Signs, I fear the voice of the night wind - I fear for man.”
 
   “I know that stuff,” Merry said. “The name. It’s similar, but not quiet, changed somehow. No wonder you have heard it, Lucio. It is from a fictional book by H.P. Lovecraft. It’s fiction! Nothing more. Someone is playing a great hoax on us. There was no Alhazred the Mad. He was a character in a book. He wasn’t real. We have been calling him al Hafiz. I don’t understand. He doesn’t really exist.”
 
   “Al Hafiz was just a name used by Marduk Kurios,” Lucio objected. “Marduk must have had a sense of humor or else he knows which I am sure he does, things we do not know.”
 
   “And Mark Andrew is just the name used by Adar,” a sing-song voice echoed through the darker recesses of the house. The purple wizard swayed down the hallway leading from the foyer and stepped, or rather floated, up onto the table to their astonishment. “Marduk is real. Al Sajek is merely a name, just as al Hafiz is a name and Lemarik is a name. Anyone can have a name. Their mothers can give them names. Their fathers can give them names.” The Djinni walked up and down the table, his form and robes shimmered and changed hues and colors, reminding Merry of a cuttlefish. He held one hand behind his back and emphasized his words with his other hand, resembling a college professor giving a lecture. It somehow struck none of his audience as strange. 
 
   “One can give oneself a name. That is what we have here.” He stopped and looked up as a great clap of thunder rocked the house. “I have given myself many names. But in the end, it does not matter what we call a thing. Your great Shakespeare said that a rose by any other name is still a rose and how very true this is. Al Sajek al Hafiz was Mahmoud the Mad, Abdul al Hafiz and before that he was Calipha Abdul ibn Mahomet ibn Marduk. Ohhhh, yes he had a sense of humor that was grand indeed. He used to make himself laugh until he was hysterical. But his humor is not tolerable for man. No. No. No. No. No. His humor can be quite deadly for mortals. And Adar, the Mighty Hunter. He had no sense of humor.” He shook his head sadly.
 
   “His was a grim and solemn countenance. Remarkable to look upon, I must say,” Lemarik’s voice trailed off. He stopped and raised one hand, pointing his index finger toward the ceiling to emphasize his words. Holographic images appeared around his head, slowly circling him, showing scenes of battles with huge, prehistoric creatures, great battling armies, and thunderous stampedes and burning cities. They looked on in fascination as great towers and ziggurats fell into ruin and the voices of men and women cried out in despair and defeat. Magnificent temples teamed with worshippers. Markets and bazaars buzzed with traders hawking their wares. Exotic and alluring places lost in the mist of history. Lines of chariots raced across desert landscapes, sending up plumes of dust high into the air and mounted warriors rode full gallop into war, carrying banners and standards of unknown kings and queens. His tiny audience was awe-stricken and silent, mouths open at the display. The Djinni’s voice took on the tone and cadence of a narrator or war correspondent detailing the action for them, naming the battles, fields of glory and defeat, the names of the victors and the victims…
 
   “Unmatched in the skills of the hunt, he was. A mighty warrior among the stars and the planets and one most feared by Marduk Kurios. He was grave and he was powerful. But he was seduced to the world of men just as your fallen angel, Lucifer. Lucifer is jealous of men. He wants your god to see only him.” Lemarik’s voice went up and down and they were totally mesmerized by his discourse. “But you see what it cost him. And now you have awakened the Lord of the Abyss. Call him whatever you like. He will answer to any and all names for he will know who you mean. This man you speak of, H.P. Lovecraft, was but a man. He wrote fiction and yet, he also wove into his stories the tales and the deeds of the Ancient Ones. You have seen some of their power. Ohhhh. Ahhhh. They exist. Call them what you like. Say their names or do not say their names. It matters nothing to them what you call them. It is as the old joke of men goes, call me anything you like, but don’t call me late to the banquet table. They will come to the banquet, my friends and they are very hungry. Our main concern will be what is being served upon the table.” He accentuated his words by pointing at every one of them in turn and then he pointed down at the table.
 
   Lemarik stepped down to the floor and glided across the kitchen to the sink. The wind blew back his long hair and split his beard, sweeping it back over his shoulders. He placed his hands on the edge of the sink and leaned over the porcelain fixture. He drew a deep breath and straightened up. He waved one hand at the open hole and the glass reassembled there, blocking out the wind and the rain.
 
   “Ahhhh. My poor, sweet Yasmin,” he muttered and turned to look at them and his dark eyes gleamed in the red light. “She will never be the same. You have the correct words now, but it is too late to stop what you have started. The Lord of the Abyss is awake.” He tilted his head back and looked at them down his long nose. “The underworld is in peril. Your sons and daughters are there and their lives are in danger. You waste your time drinking tea and eating crumpets.”  He clapped his hands together and the lights came back on, illuminating the kitchen in a strange, bluish glow. “Let us make haste before we are too late.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lavon caught up with the man ahead of him and passed him. The smaller man was laboring up the cavern on shorter legs and appeared to have been running much longer than Lavon. He was winded and Lavon could hear his breathing in the darkness. The red glow behind them was growing brighter, but they were both cast in blackest shadows like silhouettes against the glare. Lavon slowed his pace just a bit and reached back his hand to the mysterious companion in flight. The man took his hand and seemed to redouble his efforts. They made a sharp turn in the cavern and skidded to a stop as the light was cut off and the cave plunged on ahead of them in complete darkness. They could not go on without running the risk of stepping off into one of the numerous shafts and pits that littered these lower regions.
 
   The smaller man leaned against the rock wall trying to catch his breath.
 
   Lavon leaned close in the dimly reflected light.
 
   “Master Simon?” He looked into the face of the Healer. “What are you doing down here?”
 
   “I... don’t know.” Simon looked at him in wonder. “Lavon? Lavon de Bleu?”
 
   “Yes. Oui`, it is I. Oh how good it is to see you, Sir!” Lavon grabbed him and hugged him. “What is happening? What is coming?”
 
   Simon held up one hand and then dropped to his knees. He crossed his arms across his chest and began to sing. Lavon stared down at him in astonishment. This was no time for singing. The tall apprentice crept back to the bend in the rock and hazarded a quick look down the passage. The red light was extremely intense further along the cave and there appeared to be a mist or vapor accompanying the light, rolling up the cavern in front of it. He turned back to the Healer. They would have to take their chances and run in the total blackness or perish here.
 
   “Master!” He shouted and then fell back at the sound of a loud crack. The wall directly in front of Simon had split open.
 
   “Quick!” Simon said and got up and shoved him toward the crack. “In there.”
 
   Lavon looked at the black hole in the dark stone. He did not want to go in there.
 
   “Come on, boy! Move!” Simon put one leg through the gaping hole and reached back for him. A low rumble shook the walls of the cavern and small rocks pelted Lavon’s golden head. He grabbed Simon’s hand and squeezed into the rock face. The blackness was like a suffocating hood over his face. He could see nothing. He stumbled a few steps and met with a solid wall. He felt along the wall enough to learn that they were inside a small cylindrical enclosure. He heard Simon singing again and presently another crack made his ears pop and the roaring rumble was cut off. He could hear the Healer breathing. He could see nothing. Simon had sealed them in the rock. He sank to his knees along with his heart, crossed himself and began to repeat the Pater Noster aloud. He heard Simon’s voice join his own. Closing his eyes tightly though it was hardly necessary as they continued to repeat the prayer in an endless chant until he lost count completely and nothing existed except the words of the prayer. When he could say no more and his mouth was totally parched and his tongue felt swollen, he collapsed on his face on the cold stone.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   They made it to the roof, but the stairs outside the keep would never carry anyone else. They had almost brought the entire structure toppling in their passing. The stairs leading down to the third and second floors creaked under their weight, as well, but Luke Matthew’s constant monologue covered their movements quite well. He was steadily begging and alternately cursing Beaujold, first for the life of his brother and Christopher Stewart and then cursing him to hell and damnation and promising to come back from the dead to kill him every night for a thousand years. Merry was convinced that Luke Matthew could do this by the time they reached Mark Andrew’s room on the second floor. They ducked in the open door off the exposed balcony and Simon leaned against the wall. He was sick again, but this time there was nothing to throw up at all. Corrigan searched the room for weapons. His sword was still lying on the table in the great hall below. Merry wandered about the big room absently, pressing her hands against her ears, trying to shut Luke’s troubling monologue. The bedroom was sparsely furnished. Just a bed and a couple of chairs. A table by the window and trunks for clothes. Corrigan was searching through these trunks, pulling out clothes and bits and bits and pieces of uniforms, belts, scabbards, books, all sorts of things, scattering them on the floor. She ended up at the window looking down at the sea. It was incredible to think that murder was about to take place below them in this beautifully serene setting and the monks that she could see from the window went about their businesses as if nothing were wrong. 
 
   A small box lay in the center of the table near the window. It was the only ornament in the room, if it could be called an ornament. It was darkly polished and covered with carvings of palm leaves and what looked like pomegranates. She flipped up the lid and gasped in surprise. There was only one thing in the box. A photograph of a woman taken in a studio. Merry picked up the picture, which was wrapped in cloudy plastic film, with trembling fingers and held it up. The woman in the photograph smiled at her and her heart skipped a beat. The woman could have been her twin or her mother. She looked to be perhaps ten or twelve years older than herself. Her hair was long and hung in loose curls about her shoulders and her eyes sparkled clear blue. She turned it over and closed her eyes simultaneously, expecting it to be gone when she opened them again, but it was still there. On the back in her own handwriting was a short message written in faded blue ink. The paper inside the plastic seemed very fragile and old... very old. In fact, the plastic, itself seemed rotted like an old plastic container left bleaching in the sun for years.
 
   ‘I will never forget you, Mark Andrew. Take my love along with you and bring it back safely. Your loving wife, Merry.’ 
 
   A date was written below the name. Merry let out a strange choking noise and grabbed the table for support. Simon came to her side and picked up the picture from the table. It was old and the edges were soft and tattered, almost like it had been accidentally washed… several times. The words on the back made him also draw a sharp breath.
 
   “What is this?” He looked at her in astonishment.
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered and frowned at the thing in horror. “I’ve never seen it before.”
 
   Corrigan joined them as well and laid a battered silver sword across the table, an ancient broadsword with chips and tiny cracks along the edge of the blade. The hilt was worn in several places and one of the stone inlays was missing. He dumped a number of daggers of various design on the table as well. It seemed that Mark Ramsay had kept a veritable arsenal in his room.
 
   “It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing,” he apologized and began to inspect the length of the blade on the sword. “This must have been his sword before the golden blade was given to him.” Corrigan’s voice was full of reverent awe. “This sword went on crusade in the Holy Lands.” He looked up at them with wide eyes. “It must be worth a fortune!”
 
   “And now it is on another Holy Mission, Brother,” Simon said irritably and took the sword from the man. He laid the picture back on the table. “I don’t know what is happening here, but I know that, if what the Ritter says is true, then my father, the Grand Master, must make a decision regarding Mark Ramsay. It is out of our hands and we cannot allow our Brothers to commit this unpardonable sin.” 
 
   They jumped as a scream echoed up to the balcony from below and Luke Matthew burst into yet another round of curses. This time directed at the Ritter von Hetz. Merry took three steps across the room and caught herself on one of the big wooden posters at the foot of the bed. She looked down at the terribly stained sheets where Mark had only recently lain. How could he still be alive after losing so much blood? Were they truly immortal as Cecile had told her? Corrigan said that Mark Ramsay had been dead, but that he was not dead anymore. And whoever was screaming in the main hall was certainly very far from dead.
 
   Simon brought her a long, silver dagger with an ornate, but tarnished silver handle embellished with a Celtic Cross inlaid in gold on the hilt. She took the dagger in both hands and clasped it to her heart. She had no idea what she had gotten herself into, but it was apparent that she had been there before in some other time or some other dimension, just like the Twilight Zone. His wife? He couldn’t have a wife. It was not allowed. Even she knew this. And if he did, it wouldn’t be her!
 
   “Come on, now, before it’s too late,” Corrigan whispered and waved them toward the door. “Whatever they are up to is serious.”
 
   Christopher Stewart screamed again and then they heard the sounds of loud weeping drifting up from below.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “This time, we will sit next to you and Brother Barry and Brother Guy will sit in with us,” Lucio told Merry as she prepared to try the scrying dish again. They were dressed once more in their white robes and Templar Uniforms. “De Bleu and Stephano and Asher will be in the hall.”
 
   Merry nodded. Misery loves company. She would consider changing her name from Merry to Misery as soon as this was over... if she survived.
 
   She seated herself on the stool while Lucio and Louis sat down in two of the green velvet chairs inside the circle. She crossed herself, raised her eyes and began to repeat the incantation again. This time with the right words to the Lord of the Abyss. She had no doubt that he would be listening to her. The storm that had begun a few hours earlier still raged about the house and the lights were still out.... the lights had gone with the departure of the Djinni.
 
   She used a different bottle of the Dragon’s Blood this time. And still, it might be the wrong thing. There was no way of knowing, but her heart was pounding loudly in her ears as she dripped two drops of the red fluid onto the shimmering surface of the water. She leaned forward and forced her mind to calm down. The golden reflection in the water darkened and she was staring into what looked like a narrow shaft or pit of complete and total darkness. She blinked and rubbed her eyes. What was this? A blank screen, so to speak. She frowned into the dish and waited for something, anything to appear to break the uniform color of the water. She felt as if she were drifting again and seemed to sink into the hole or pit of the basin. Nothing changed before her eyes, but she slowly became aware of a sound, a voice. A hoarse, whispering voice repeating the Lord’s Prayer. She felt as if she were suspended in some sort of inky black cocoon. She didn’t feel frightened as she had before, but rather experienced a deep sense of peace or euphoria as the voice finished the prayer and started over. She heard herself join the man, repeating the prayer. It was wonderful. A grand feeling. But now she began to see something, very faintly. Almost transparent. Was it there or not? A filmy blue outline against the blackness, filled with more blackness and it was moving ever so slowly, swaying, swaying and praying. Praying and swaying. She reached out and grabbed at the blue shape. The praying stopped immediately and she felt herself being jerked toward the dish as if something were attached to her hand that would not let go. She looked up and screamed and felt commotion and pressure all around her and then a swift release as though the world had dropped out from under her.
 
   She pushed herself up from the woolen rug and blinked rapidly. Louis Champlain was kneeling in front of her, looking into her face.
 
   “Sister?” He frowned and then drew her to him, rocking her and holding her. “It’s all right. You did good. We’ll try again. We’ll try again.”
 
   Merry had her chin pressed on his shoulder. When she opened her eyes she was astonished to see Lucio helping Simon d’Ornan to his feet from the rug. He was soaking wet and still wearing his Templar uniform. His hair was plastered to his head and his face was ashen.
 
   “No!” He shouted at them and stumbled back from Lucio. “No. Send me back! You must send me back!” He spun around in the room like a madman.
 
   “Brother!” Lucio tried to grab him, but he shook him off and got around him. He tried to pull Merry from Louis. He was shouting incoherently in French. 
 
   Louis pressed Merry aside and stood up. He caught the Healer by his arm, spun him around and appeared to tap him slightly on the temple. Simon crumpled to the floor.
 
   “Take him to his room and get him cleaned up,” Louis told Stephano and de Lyons. “And for God’s sake. Call me when he wakes up. If he is insane, we will need to restrain him. In fact, tie him up. Be careful.”
 
   “Santa Maria,” Lucio muttered and stood frowning after the two men as they carried Simon’s body from the room. “What happened to him?” he turned his dark eyes on Meredith and she noticed a new expression there. He was amazed with her.
 
   “I don’t know,” Merry shook her head. “I think I saw him before. I think he has been in the Abyss with that horrible monster that I woke up. If he is insane, it is my fault.”
 
   “Merry...” Louis gave her a warning glance. “We are not finished here.”
 
   Merry nodded. She had to try again. At least she was now sure that she was doing it right and it would work. She just had to get to the right place at the right time before the right time no longer existed for any of them.
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   Lavon de Bleu pushed himself up and groped about in the dark. Simon was gone. Had the Healer left him here? Inconceivable. He felt panic rising in his throat. There had been a sudden rush of cold air and a change in the pressure and then… nothing.
 
   “Simon? Master?” He said tentatively and his voice echoed upward. He turned up his face and realized that there was light up there. Almost imperceptible, but it was there. “Master Simon?” He called again and then started feeling about the walls, getting his bearings in the almost total blackness. The shaft was an elongated oval about four feet long and two and a half feet wide. The floor was as rough as the walls and Simon was gone. What had happened to him, he would never know and Lavon began to consider the possibility that Simon had never actually been there at all. That perhaps the Healer had been a hallucination or an angelic visitation meant to save him from the menace in the cavern or else another demonic plague sent to trap him.
 
   Whatever it had been, it was gone and he was most definitely alone now, but the thing in the cave had passed him by. They had barely heard it rumble past beyond the solid rock separating them from the cavern. He had not the slightest doubt that he would have perished if he had not been placed in this pit or shaft or whatever it was. He found his wine bottle still in his pack and took a small sip of water to sooth his parched lips and mouth and then put one foot up tentatively on the rock wall. He could lever himself up the shaft by merely pressing his weight against the sides and inching his way up. If it was not too terribly far to the top, perhaps he would find the source of the faint light and a way out. He conserved his strength by repeating the Pater Noster in his mind this time as he began the painfully slow ascent. A pair of gloves would have been nice.  After he had climbed for what he roughly judged to be an hour, he wedged himself with his feet and rested his arms. He could hear slight skittering noises above his head now and it seemed that fleeting white shapes floated in front of his face. These were hallucinations brought on by fatigue, lack of fresh air and fear.
 
   He opened his mouth and said the one word that brought him the most comfort. “O-ri-el,” he drew the syllables of the name out almost musically and the sound of his own voice saying her name brought him a great deal of comfort. When the echoes died, he was shocked to hear the name repeated back to him in exactly the same manner as he had said it, but it was not his voice. Not an echo, but a much more high-pitched voice. “O-ri-el.” “O-ri-el, O-ri-el.” He said again and waited. The voice came again. “Oriel. Oriel.”
 
   “Who’s there?” He called up the shaft.
 
   “Who’s there?” The question came back to him.
 
   “Lavon de Bleu!” He shouted more excitedly.
 
   “Lavon de Bleu!” His answer came back to him in the same strange voice.
 
   “Damn it. Who are you?”
 
   “Who are you? Damn it?”
 
   “Leave me alone,” he lowered his voice in disappointment and began to climb again. Whatever it was, did not seem to be very helpful.
 
   “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Brother of Jozsef?” The voice came back before he could respond.
 
   “Jozsef’s brother. Oui. Yes,” he shouted as his hopes rose again.
 
   “What are you doing down there?”
 
   “I’m trying to get out,” he answered. “Duh!”
 
   “My name is not Duh. My name is Mockte. My brother is Baldar.”
 
   “Mockte?” Lavon repeated and frowned. It did not ring a bell.
 
   “And Baldar.”
 
   “Baldar,” Lavon repeated the name. The conversation took his mind off the pain in his hands.
 
   “Son of the prophet.”
 
   “Oui. Son of the prophet.”
 
   “A good man. A good son. Are you a good son?”
 
   “I am the best,” Lavon smiled at the silliness of the conversation.
 
   “Then be still, Lavon de Bleu and watch your head.”
 
   Before he could react, something hit him on the head and the shock of it in the terrible darkness, frightened the wits out of him. His feet slipped, his hands scrabbled on the rock and he was falling. He screamed and flailed about. The fall would kill him or at least break several bones. His scream and his fall was cut short as his hands found purchase on the thing that had hit him on his head. It was rough rope, two pieces with shorter crosspieces. A ladder. A ladder from Heaven! He got his feet into the sagging rungs and began to climb up the swinging, swaying contraption.
 
   “Hello?” He called up the shaft again.
 
   “Hello?” The tiny voice answered him.
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   Merry leaned her head back on the sofa and closed her eyes, letting go a long breath. Louis had relented and given time out for a thirty minute break. He was down the hall in Simon’s room with Lucio. De Bleu was with him, telling about some new discovery. De Lyons, Stephano, Planxty and Jonathan were in the kitchen, anxiously waiting for them to continue their efforts. They had allowed her a bit of privacy to recover her wits and her composure. She was extremely pleased to have recovered Simon of Grenoble, but his condition appalled and frightened her. The Mad Arab had been deemed mad simply because he had gone into the Abyss and beheld the Ancient Ones, but that had been just a story… or so they said. Whoever they were. The Djinni said that Lovecraft had written a fictional account of the travels of the one known as al Sajek, but he said that the Ancient Ones were real. And the Necronomicon was real, not invented by modern imagination. He said it had many other unknowable, unutterable names. Lovecraft had used bits and pieces of it to write his story, but it didn’t matter. The things in the Abyss were all too real and Simon had been down there with them. Of all the people in the world to have suffered such a thing, why did it have to have been Simon of Grenoble? God’s favored son... God’s favored son. She closed her eyes. Of course. God’s favored son. Even Jesus Christ had descended into hell. If it was something that even Christ had done, then certainly God would not spare Simon. Mark Andrew had been there. Even she had been in the Abyss along with Barry of Sussex, Lucio Dambretti, Guy de Lyons, Armand de Bleu. If they could survive, Simon could survive. God’s favored son... Merodach. God’s favored son... Marduk. God’s favored son... Nergal. God’s favored son... she had seen him. “Astarte. Ashtoreh. Meredith!” She heard his voice calling her. Her head snapped up and she realized that she had fallen asleep. She had been dreaming of the terrible creature she had seen in the scrying dish. Somewhere, somehow, she had seen him before. Perhaps in another nightmare.
 
   Louis tapped on the door and stepped inside without waiting for an invitation.
 
   “How is he?” She asked immediately.
 
   “He is awake.” 
 
   Louis walked to the cabinet that held the liquor and poured himself a drink of plain water. “He was with Lavon. He is upset because we pulled him out and left de Bleu.”
 
   “I didn’t see anyone else,” Merry objected.
 
   “He said de Bleu had passed out. There was not much air where he was.”
 
   “Where? Where were they? What was that place?” She asked reluctantly.
 
   “It was a chamber that Simon had made for them from the rock. Something was coming up the cavern, he said, and they had to get out of the way,” Louis sighed and sat heavily on the footstool at her feet. “He doesn’t think that de Bleu can get out. He’s trapped there. We will have to try to find him.”
 
   “Oh, my God,” Merry cried as she put her hand over her mouth. Did things never get better? Poor Lavon! Her own grandson and she could not help him. She was a failure.
 
   “And the Djinni said that Oriel was going to marry him because her husband, Lavon, has been gone for ages,” Louis went on miserably and turned up the glass. He drained the water from the glass and then slammed it against the wall. Glass shards flew in all directions, Merry cringed.
 
   “We have to go back there,” Merry said and stood up. “Now. Get Lucio. And Armand. Perhaps his presence will help me locate his nephew. Between the two of us there must be a connection to him.”
 
   Louis got up and went in search of their companions. Merry drew a deep breath and brushed her hair back from her face. She would go back and find Lavon and pull him free as well and then she would resume her search for Mark Andrew. No more breaks. They were wasting time. People could be dying while she sat feeling sorry for herself. Her thoughts were interrupted when the phone rang. She almost shrieked before grabbing up the phone. No one had called this number in ages. There were very few reasons for anyone to call them. Most of their communications were electronic. Only Simon of Grenoble and Lucio had made regular use of the phone in the past few years.
 
   “Hello?” She said hesitantly and for one fleeting moment, she half-expected to hear Mark Andrew’s voice answer her.
 
   “Meredith?” A man’s voice, almost as hesitant as her own.
 
   Her heart froze. For a moment, she imagined that the Lord of the Abyss was calling her on the phone.
 
   “Sister?” The voice came again.
 
   “Yes?” She answered and looked around the room. This voice was almost as familiar as Ramsay’s.
 
   “Sister!” More insistent. 
 
   “Master?” Her eyes widened.
 
   “This is Edgard,” he said.
 
   “Yes?” She nodded into the phone. 
 
   “I am in Edinburgh,” he said simply.
 
   “You will come here?” She asked him hopefully. They needed him. They needed all the help they could get.
 
   “I will if you permit it,” he said and his voice sounded cold and distant.
 
   “I would be honored,” she told him truthfully.
 
   “Who is there... besides yourself?”
 
   “Everyone,” she said and then her shoulders sagged. “Well, not everyone. The Grand Master is not here.”
 
   “I see. And my son?”
 
   “Yes,” she was extremely glad to be able to say so. “He only just arrived. Would you like to speak to him?”
 
   “If you think it would be advisable.”
 
   “Hold on, Sir.” She rushed from the library and down the hall to Simon’s room.
 
   She burst into the room with the phone in her hand. 
 
   “Simon!” She smiled at him broadly. He was sitting on the side of the bed staring at the wall blankly. He turned his head slowly to look at her. The look on his face was one she had never seen there before.
 
   “What is it, Sister?” His voice did not match his expression.
 
   “Your father, Simon.” She held out the phone to him.
 
   “My father?” He frowned and shook his head. “I have no father.” He did not sound bitter, just confused.
 
   Merry backed out of the room and put the phone to her ear again.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir, Simon is... Simon is...” she didn’t know what to say. “Sir, you should come as quickly as possible. Simon is not well.”
 
   “I see,” d’Brouchart’s voice was full of resignation or perhaps something else.
 
   “You will come, won’t you?” She asked in a low voice. “I’ll tell the others.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   The line went dead.
 
   Merry hurried back to the parlor. Louis, Armand and Lucio were there, waiting for her.
 
   She stood in the door looking at them in trepidation.
 
   “What?” Lucio frowned.
 
   “The Master... Sir… Brother Edgard is on his way from Edinburgh.”
 
   “Santa Maria!” Lucio’s mouth fell open.
 
   Louis crossed himself.
 
   “Ramsay will kill us,” the three Knights said in unison and then looked at each other in surprise.
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   D’Brouchart hung the phone back in the cradle and thanked the woman in the courtesy booth for her assistance. He turned to face the crowd of travelers rushing to and fro in the airport. It had been a long time since he had dealt with so many faces and sights and sounds at once. And where he had thought the airways a troubling manner of travel in the past, it was dizzying and frightening now. The lines were long and the flights were crowded and less comfortable than ever. He pulled on the tail of his coat and picked up his black leather bag.
 
   He walked across the concourse toward the main exit doors. He would hire a cab to take him down to Lothian. As he neared the doors, he heard a voice, shouting desperately.
 
   “Grandfather. Grandfather.”
 
   At first, he ignored the cries, but then an alarm went off in his mind.
 
   He turned around, looking for the source of the commotion. A small blond boy of about fifteen or sixteen struggled against two airport security guards near one of the checkpoints.
 
   “Philip? Izzy?” he whispered the names of two of his grandsons, unsure of which of Simon’s boys this might be. The boy waved to him frantically.
 
   “Grandfather! It’s me, Andrew!” The boy shouted to him and leaned against the arms of the man holding him.
 
   “Andy?!” The big red-haired man called and rushed toward the barricade.
 
   His grandson broke free from the clutches of the frazzled security officer and ducked through the metal detector the wrong way as he ran toward him with his arms held out. D’Brouchart dropped his bag and grabbed him, hugging him to his chest and burying his face in the boy’s shoulder.
 
   “Grandfather!” Andrew shouted in his ear as the security men rushed toward them. “Poppi. We have to see Poppi.”
 
   D’Brouchart set the boy on the floor and began the tedious process of identifying his grandson, trying to take custody of the ingenious teenager who had made it almost all the way to Lothian from Verona without a chaperone. A call to Verona finally cleared up the entanglements and they found a taxi willing to drive down to Lothian.
 
   They sat in the back of the small car together. Andrew clung to the back of the front seat staring out the front window.
 
   “Hurry!” The boy would say from time to time as if willing the driver to go faster.
 
   “What is wrong with your Poppi, Andy?” D’Brouchart asked him finally, when he did not volunteer anymore information. The boy had said very little since they had gotten into the cab.
 
   Andrew turned his large blue eyes on him and blinked slowly.
 
   “The Lord of the Abyss is awake,” the boy told him. “He has seen my father and my father has seen him. He calls to Aunt Merry.”
 
   D’Brouchart’s heart skipped a beat. ‘Simon is not well’. Those had been Meredith’s words. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three of Nineteen
 
   Treasures of wickedness profit nothing
 
    
 
    
 
   Christopher Stewart jerked his head away from the Ritter and spat blood on the floor of the hearth. He had never imagined that someone might have the ability to do such a thing to his Master and he had never had anyone treat him with such cruelty. Even the street gangs in New York had used less invasive, less painful methods of forcing home points on rival gang members than the Ritter had used against him. He had never really understood what the Knight of the Apocalypse was about, until now. Christopher could only liken it to the fictional mind-meld technique made famous by one of his favorite science fiction characters. After three rounds and nothing accomplished, he was tied back to back with his Master and it was quite obvious that they were about to meet a very sorry death and, more the pity, he had no idea why they were being murdered. Surely bringing a woman to the castle had not carried a death sentence. He knew that it was unusual and, in fact, unheard of, but... 
 
   “He knows nothing,” the Ritter told Beaujold in disgust as he stepped out of the huge fireplace and faced the Knight of the Sword, brushing the dust and ashes from his clothes. “I think perhaps you may reconsider…”
 
   “He must know something!” Beaujold insisted. “He is Ramsay’s apprentice. The man is protecting him from you. You heard his screams. It should not have been so. The devils that Ramsay put in his head were screaming.”
 
   Ramsay’s heart lurched. He was indeed protecting the apprentice. But not for the reasons the French Knight suspected. He had always kept the apprentice under his strongest protective spells. One of his vows to himself had been to allow nothing to happen to the young man. Perhaps he had shielded him too much and now he felt even more responsible. It had been painful enough to watch him die the first time; he did not want to do it again. But now, by the very act of protecting him, he had condemned him in the eyes of his Brothers. Beaujold had hit the nail on the head. Mark Andrew had never cast any protection from the Ritter’s powers over the apprentice. The thought had never occurred to him to do so. The Ritter should never have had cause to use his ability to see into the minds of men on his apprentice. At the same time, he had not allowed him to know anything that would bring harm on him or so he thought. Now that lack of information had sealed Christopher’s fate. Now they would die together and this time, Christopher’s death would not be so easy as a blow to the head and a tumble down the stairs. Burning was probably one of the worst sorts of execution Mark could think of with the exception of crucifixion and boiling in oil, but he hoped that it would be quick. 
 
   “Let him go!” Mark Andrew shouted at them. He was, incredibly enough, regaining some of his strength even in the terrible predicament in which he found himself. If his hands had been turned the opposite way and he could have pressed them together, centered his power somewhat, then he might have been able to get free, but his wrists were crossed and the bonds holding him were tight, cutting off his circulation and making it impossible to turn them no matter how he tried. “He is only a boy.” 
 
   Luke Matthew joined his brother again in pleading for Christopher’s life. They had forgotten about themselves when the boy had been thrown into the mix.
 
   “Give me your confession.” Beaujold rushed at him with the golden sword of the Cherubim held in front of him. He stopped short and waved the blade in Mark’s face. “Tell me what deal you made with the devil and I will let him go.”
 
   “A deal with th’ divvil?” Mark managed to laugh. “Ye ‘ave no idea. Th’ divvil doesna make deals with men. ‘e despoises men. Ye dunna know wot ye’re talkin’ aboot, Brother. Step a wee bit closer, I pray, and ye’ll larn wot ye want t’ know. I can show ye th’ divvil and ‘e is nothing compared t’ wot I’ve seen.”
 
   Luke began to shout at Mark, telling him to tell them nothing. He kicked at the chains and rattled them until the wolfhounds rushed in from the front doors and ran around and around the dining hall howling in terror.  The dogs flabbergasted Beaujold and he swung the sword in panic as they circled him, staying well out of reach.
 
   “Come on with it, damn you, Konrad!” Mark shouted and rose up a bit in order to see the German. “I know ye can build a proper foire. Build it hot!! Make it good and remember… if ye dunna kill me before th’ ropes burn free, ye’ll be dyin’ with me today!”
 
   The tumult and turmoil going on in the great hall covered Corrigan’s movements as he crawled to the edge of the balcony and looked over the side. He motioned his companions forward. Merry and Simon scooted on their stomachs to the edge of the wooden platform and cautiously looked down on the scene below. They could see Luke on the floor, wrapped in chains but they couldn’t see Mark Andrew in the fireplace. They could hear Christopher’s shouts as he joined his Master in taunting their tormenters. 
 
   Always a good sport… Christopher. Simon nodded his head as if he approved of what they were shouting. Beaujold paced up and down in front of the Knight of Death, swinging the golden sword back and forth impatiently as the dogs howled and his captives continued to harangue and threaten him. It was all backwards. They should have been pleading, but they had gone beyond that and were all now attacking the Knight of Swords with their last weapons. Words. Cursing him and taunting him and daring him to learn the truth. It was more than Merry or Simon or Corrigan could comprehend. Perhaps there was something to Beaujold’s accusations. These men did not exactly seem to be contrite or cooperative. They sounded fucking insane. Mark continued to give the Ritter tips on how to make the fire hotter. Christopher shouted all sorts of obscenities at both de Lyons and von Hetz, loosing all sorts of Americanisms that made Merry’s cheeks burn. Luke was doing a fine job of adding curses to Christopher’s insults.
 
   The hounds circled the hall once more and then bounded back outside to the lower bailey between the keep and the inner curtain wall, their howls and barks growing fainter.
 
   Beaujold bellowed at the three captives, demanding silence. Mark spat at him and he slapped Mark Andrew with the flat side of the golden blade. The blow caused him to bang his head into Christopher’s and they fell silent, momentarily dazed by the pain. The three people on the balcony froze. The wood would creak if they moved. 
 
   “Now, Monsieur Ramsay,” Beaujold said and spun on the Knight of Death. He grabbed his hair again and tried to cut the braid from his head. They actually heard the golden blade sing on the hair and then the Knight of the Sword shrieked and hopped about crazily, yanking on Mark’s head, causing him to cry out in pain as his head was jerked back and forth. Beaujold fell back and then ran to where von Hetz sat silently at the table watching him from beneath his steepled fingers. The Knight of the Apocalypse had been sitting at the table through all the commotion and excitement, calmly observing the chaos.
 
   “It grabbed me!” he shouted and looked down at his hand where a long red mark; almost a cut crossed his palm and lapped over the back. “The hair. It grabbed me!”
 
   “You are imagining things,” von Hetz’ deep voice filled the hall. “Calm down, Brother. You are beside yourself. This is getting us nowhere.”
 
   “No!” Beaujold shouted again and then realized that he had dropped the sword in front of Mark Andrew. The Knight was staring down at the blade. 
 
   “Oh, no you don’t!” Beaujold yelled at him and went back to retrieve the sword. “I have had enough of this.”
 
   He ran to the table like a madman and flung the sword on the bench. He looked about wildly and then wrenched one of the oil lamps free from the big chandelier still situated in the center of the table. He ran back to the fireplace and began to pour the oil onto the wood stacked around and in front of Mark Andrew. Luke and Christopher began shouting again. Beaujold threw the lamp in the fireplace and groped about in his pockets for a match or a lighter, anything to light the fire. He had nothing on him.
 
   “Damn it!” He screamed and von Hetz stood slowly. 
 
   Beaujold flew back to the wood box and began to search for whatever the monks used to light the fires.
 
   “Time to go, Brother,” Corrigan said quietly and stood up. Simon stood up as well and Merry followed suit. The two Knights hurried down the balcony with Merry close behind them. They clattered down the stairs to the main hall.
 
   “Hold it right there, Brother,” Corrigan confronted the Knight of the Sword, holding a dagger in each hand. The bloody bandages on his palms, his muddy clothes and disheveled damp hair made him look all the more intimidating. Simon stood next to him with Ramsay’s ancient silver sword held in front of him, looking almost as bad as the Welshman. Merry was a fright with mud smeared on her face and her clothes bedraggled and still wet.
 
   Beaujold froze in mid tantrum; he was hanging halfway inside the big box where the monks kept the kindling and wood. He rose up slowly to face them and yanked the tail of his coat down. He put his hand on the hilt of his sword and narrowed his eyes. His expression changed and he was no longer enraged. Merry stopped beside Simon and frowned at him. 
 
   “What is the meaning of this, Corrigan?” Beaujold’s voice was cold and flat as if he had turned off some inner switch.
 
   “I would not want to stand by while you burn an innocent man,” Corrigan told him. “I’m not sure about Ramsay, but I don’t believe that his sins would justify killing the boy. You’ve lost your senses, Brother. I cannot condone the murder of Christopher Stewart.”
 
   “Ritter!” Beaujold shouted over his shoulder. 
 
   Von Hetz walked slowly over to join the Knight of the Sword. He tilted his head to the side and seemed to be calculating something. Merry stared at the dark Knight and he met her gaze. She felt a cold rush like water flowing through her mind and shook her head briefly. The Ritter looked at Corrigan and the red-head turned his head slightly, averting his eyes from the man’s prying gaze. 
 
   “Violence is not necessary,” Simon told them. “But I will stand with Brother Carlisle and I will do what I must to prevent the murder of one of our… two of our own,” he amended. “We must take them back to Italy. The Grand Master will decide.”
 
   “Brothers!” Luke shouted at them. “Let me free. I’ll ‘andle this.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Corrigan shook his head. He definitely did not want to let Luke Matthew up. Not just yet. There would be nothing left of Beaujold or the Ritter in very short order. “Now, stand down, Sir. I beg you,” he said and took a step toward Beaujold.
 
   Sir Thomas took hold of the hilt and von Hetz touched his arm.
 
   “Let it be,” von Hetz stopped him. “This has gone far enough. We are still Brothers of the Order and this matter cannot be settled here between us. We have our man. Let the boy go. We will take Brother Ramsay back to Italy. The vote is split here.”
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Beaujold told him. “We will never get them back to Italy. Ramsay will kill us with his magick and if he does not, that one will throttle us in our sleep.” He jerked his head at Luke Matthew.
 
   “No!” Mark Andrew shouted at them. “I won’t... we won’t. I give you my word. Let Christopher go and I’ll come with you willingly. Let me talk to my Brother. He will stand with my decision.”
 
   Von Hetz nodded his head and looked at Beaujold. The German had never had any reason before now to mistrust Ramsay. The man had been in the Order much longer than Beaujold and the weight of the years could not be erased so quickly.
 
   “Go on!” Corrigan urged him. “Cut the boy loose. Let Brother Ramsay talk to the Knight. Surely there is some explanation…”
 
   Von Hetz turned on his heel and went to kneel beside Luke Matthew. He pulled a strange-looking device hanging on a chain from around his neck and opened the lock on the chains. He stood up and pulled on the chain, rolling the hapless Knight of the Orient across the floor, cursing and kicking. Luke stood up and looked at them darkly, rubbing his hands together. What he wanted to do was very evident in his face, but they had not released his brother… yet.
 
   “Stay back,” Beaujold warned the big Knight and went back to the fireplace. He worked on the bonds until he had the apprentice free and then jerked him up and shoved him out onto the floor. Christopher scrambled to his feet in a cloud of white ashes and went to stand near Luke Matthew. Beaujold stepped out of the hearth and nodded to Luke. “All right. Three minutes.”
 
   Luke walked toward his brother and Beaujold drew his own sword, backing away from him warily. Luke knelt in front of his brother and took his face between his hands.
 
   Merry stood watching all of this in fascination. Corrigan never took his eyes off the Ritter. He obviously did not trust the man. Simon’s eyes darted back and forth between Beaujold and the Ritter and the two men inside the fireplace. Mark Andrew was speaking rapidly to Luke in a low voice. What little Merry could hear was the same foreign language they had used on the plane. She wondered what he was telling his brother and in what strange tongue they spoke to each other. Luke nodded intermittently.
 
   “Enough!” Beaujold cut them short. Luke stood slowly and turned to face the Knight of the Sword. “Now. Out!” 
 
   Beaujold pulled a cell phone from his pocket and began to punch in a number. “We will sit and wait for the helicopter and we will all leave together.”
 
   “A truce, then, Brother,” Simon sighed in relief and lowered the sword. “We are still Brothers as the Ritter has said. No one has been found guilty of anything here. We will act like civilized men.”
 
   “Fair enough,” the Ritter agreed. “Luke?”
 
   The Knight bowed his head slightly and walked toward the tables. He sat down on one of the benches and looked directly at Merry. She could not tear her eyes away from his deep blue gaze and wondered if he was trying to convey some invisible message to her.
 
   “Christopher. Bring us some wine, boy,” Luke said over his shoulder. “Me throat is parched.”
 
   Christopher looked at the Knight incredulously and then went to do his bidding.
 
   “Let’s sit down,” Corrigan told Merry in a low voice. “Just be quiet and don’t answer or ask any questions. The Master will sort it out.”
 
   Merry nodded and finally looked away from the Knight of the Orient. She drew a ragged breath and went to sit near Luke, facing the hearth. He smiled crookedly at her when she sat down and she thought he looked almost boyish and was quite sure his eyes were full of mischief even as they waited out the tense situation. She could not keep her eyes off Mark Andrew. His chin hung on his chest again and he had to be in a great deal of pain. She could see the dried blood on him, along with soot and ashes and the terrible, dark gash on his stomach where the sword had penetrated his flesh just above the green dragon’s claws. He seemed to be asleep or unconscious.
 
   “What about him? Will he be all right?” She asked Luke in a low whisper.
 
   “Dunna warry aboot ‘im, lassie. ‘e’s seen much warse,” he answered in a matching whisper.
 
   “He doesn’t look very good,” she countered and then raised her voice a bit. “Can’t you let him go? Surely he can’t hurt you now? He’s half-dead for pity’s sake.”
 
   The Knight of Swords looked at her disdainfully and then turned his head away, crossing himself and muttering something about witches and warlocks in French.
 
   “‘e’s stronger than ‘e looks,” Luke assured her. 
 
   “We’ll need the evidence,” Beaujold walked past the table in irritation. “Corrigan. Come with me.”
 
   Carlisle stood up again, made a face at Simon and mimicked Beaujold’s words silently. 
 
   “I’ll go,” Simon offered and stood up with him. “You are injured.”
 
   “You’re injured as well,” Corrigan flipped up the blond hair above Simon’s ear. A black mark was still very evident on his cheek and there was also an unhealed cut over his ear.
 
   Beaujold stopped and looked up at the ceiling before letting go a disgusted sigh.
 
   “When you two are through sucking your thumbs, we need to make haste!” he said irritably.
 
   “We’ll both go,” Simon smiled ruefully. He was greatly relieved that the affair had ended somewhat peacefully with no deaths or further mutilations. He wanted to get Mark Andrew out of the fireplace, but he thought that it would be pushing his luck to try. He followed the Knight of the Golden Eagle toward the stairs. They would be carrying the grisly little package back to Italy. The dreaded Skull of Sidon. And it would spell the end of the Chevalier du Morte. What was so very sad was that they would lose two Knights instead of one. Whatever they did to Mark, they would have to do likewise to Luke. A foregone conclusion.
 
   Luke Matthew sat blandly watching as the three Knights tramped up the creaky spiral staircase to the second floor balcony. He watched indifferently as they walked along the balcony to Mark Andrew’s room and he watched impassively as they disappeared in the open doorway. The Knight of the Orient stood slowly and stretched his arms lazily over his head. Merry looked up at him wondering how he could seem so totally unconcerned about his brother? She looked again at the Knight of Death. He looked completely dead now, in harmony with his title. She could no longer see his face. His hair hung about his face, but she could see the mysterious white braid in his hair. The silver ornaments hung on his chest, sparkling in the light. How could they have survived so long if they treated each other like this all the time? Mark had not made a very good impression on her, but she didn’t want to see him or anyone else die. Not like this. It was horrible! If their Grand Master decided in Mark’s favor, what would happen to the skinny French guy? Surely Mark Ramsay would never let him get away with this atrocity.
 
   Von Hetz turned on the bench and looked up at Luke. Christopher came back with the wine Luke had ordered and clunked a wooden tray on the table. The boy looked almost catatonic with fright and shock. His face was smeared with black and white soot and ashes from the fireplace and his hands shook as he handed a goblet to the Knight. Luke plunked it down beside von Hetz’ elbow.
 
   “Woine?” He asked.
 
   The Ritter nodded and Luke picked up one of the bottles. He turned slowly and then smacked the Ritter over his ear almost casually with the heavy green bottle. The Ritter sat straight up. His eyes rolled back in his head and he slid from the bench to the floor. Luke leapt over the table and grabbed his brother’s golden sword and shoved it in his belt. He climbed back over the table and looked down at Merry, who sat on the bench with her mouth hanging open.
 
   “Oll roight, lassie,” he said and took hold of her arm roughly, pulling her from the bench. “Toime t’ go.”
 
    “Master!” Christopher shouted and ran to catch up with him. “What should I do?”
 
   “Just stay put,” Luke told him. “Look after th’ place til yur Master comes back.”
 
   “But what if he doesn’t come back?” Christopher asked in growing panic. His eyes were wide with fear. 
 
   “‘e oll ways comes back. Did ye not know thot?” Luke laughed and Merry was astounded. He pulled her along quickly now, easily outweighing any of her protests with brute strength.
 
   “Where are we going?” She asked as he practically carried her down the steps into the bright, afternoon light in the lower bailey.
 
   “Somewhair verra special,” he told her. “Ye’ll loike th’ place, methinks.”
 
   “But what about Mark?” She asked. They heard shouting emanating from the doors of the keep and Luke picked up the pace. She stumbled and he turned and picked her up, surprising her further and threw her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.
 
   “Hey! Put me down!” She shrieked and heard him laughing.
 
   “Hush, now, lassie and concentrate on th’ flight,” he warned as he began to run with her, bouncing her unmercifully across his shoulder. They made a sharp turn and started down a flight of stone stairs. The light faded and soon it was very dim, but Merry could see almost nothing as her head bounced up and down. She grabbed onto his belt to steady herself and began to shout for him to put her down again. Her pleas were duly ignored.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Meredith could find nothing in the pit. It was totally black and empty. There were no sounds. Nothing. If Lavon de Bleu had been there, he was not there anymore. When she was sure that her grandson was not trapped in the tight stone prison, she backed out of the divination and poured the water from the dish. She replaced the water and took the third bottle of Dragon’s Blood from her pocket. This was the last of the three bottles Planxty had kept hidden in the laboratory. The remainder of the Dragon’s Blood was locked away in the Chapel at Glessyn along with the rest of the Holy Relics. If there was any more in the house, only Mark Andrew and/or his son, John Paul might have know where it was and neither of them was there to ask.
 
   Her hands were shaking as she took the stopper from the brown bottle. This was their last chance. If this was not the Dragon’s Blood made from Mark Andrew’s blood, then their efforts would be in vain. She thought that the first bottle had been the combined blood of Simon and Mark and the second had been purely Simon’s. This had to be Mark’s. It had to be. She took a tiny bit on her index finger and made a small cross on her forehead for added protection and then dropped two tiny spheres in the dish. The red liquid spread slowly across the water and the surface shimmered and wavered. A multitude of colors swirled about the water and seemed to form a bright red, short-lived vortex before settling down to a uniformly ruddy color. It moved in the still water as if it had a life of its own. She leaned forward and steeled herself for the worst possible scenario. Lemarik had told her that Mark Andrew was being tormented or tortured and that he was hurt, but he had not said how or by whom. Only that it had to do with his stomach. She was very reluctant to look deeper in the water, fearing that she would see him dead or dying or, worse yet, not at all. Merry drew a deep breath and concentrated her attention on the surface of the water.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   John Paul walked slowly along the beach. He poked at the seashells there with the tip of the long staff he used to help him walk. He blinked at the form of a perfect sand dollar and bent carefully to pick it up. He held it up and looked through the tiny holes at the clear blue sky beyond and then smiled. Aurora would like this one. She absolutely loved sea shells and things from the sea and she often came down to the beach to swim in the water, but now she was at home with the baby. A girl. He would name her Meredith after his mother and his former wife, Michele. Aurora knew nothing of Michele. Meredith Michele. He smiled. At least the ‘war’ was over now and they no longer had to listen to the bombs that Marco had insisted on launching at Konrad’s castle every day. Marco was dead and Jozsef had made a truce with Konrad. Konrad had promised to build Jozsef a home in the cliffs for him and his family. Jozsef was, after all, Konrad’s half brother as well as his son-in-law. Almost too close for comfort. He had married Konrad’s daughter, Constance. They could move out of the crowded little cottage in the meadow for good. In fact, they were already staying in Konrad’s fortress. Tomorrow he would perform a wedding ceremony to unite the Djinni and Oriel in a Christian marriage. John Paul was not sure what had happened to Oriel’s husband, Lavon, his own son. He had completely lost contact with his son years ago and no hope remained that he would ever return from the Abyss. He frowned when he thought what fate his golden son might have encountered in the pits of hell. Why had he gone there? Why? John hoped that Oriel would be able to convert the Djinni to the Christian faith once and for all and then he could stop worrying about the purple wizard’s peculiar habits. Lemarik was willing to do anything to win her hand, but this last request had taken him by surprise. Lemarik claimed that religion was nothing more than a crutch for unenlightened mortals. Oriel was of an entirely different opinion. Oriel felt that religion was the glue of the Universe. Oriel was much like her father, the Mystic Healer.
 
   John missed the Healer. He missed his father and he missed his son, Lavon. He missed Marco and Louis Champlain, but most of all, he missed his mother. But things were better here for all of them. Much better. They could live out their lives in relative normalcy. The overworld had become much too crazy. And though Marco’s seeming insanity had worn on their collective nerves, life was better here. Slower.
 
   He flipped the sand dollar over and held it up again. This time he was shocked to see what looked like eyes looking back at him from the tiny holes. He held it closer and was shocked to see Lavon de Bleu’s eyes beyond the holes. He was looking directly into his lost son’s face. He was frowning and seemed to be listening intently to something. The scene changed and he saw the red mist and a glowing red cloud rushing up the cavern in the Abyss. The horrible visage of the Lord of Abyss loomed in front of him and he dropped the sand dollar in the sand and fell to his knees, throwing his arms over his head. “Brother. Brother. My son!” He said softly. “What has become of you, Lavon?” 
 
   He pulled himself up shakily on his staff and raised his head. He’d thought his visions and dreams were over. He’d thought himself purged of those curses. 
 
   Nicole’s twin, Luke Andrew Ramsay stood in front of him with his head down when John opened his eyes again. Luke had died in a terrible accident on the stairs in Scotland years ago and John had given the lost boy very little thought since then, thinking the world well rid of another potential problem even though Luke Andrew had been his real kith and kin.
 
   “Brother?” The young man asked and smiled at him. “Mother has done it again.”
 
   “What?” John Paul asked in alarm and took a step back from the specter of his dead brother.
 
   How could this be happening?
 
   “She has called up the great Lord of the Abyss. The one who dreams. He dreams no more, brother.”
 
   “Get thee behind me!” John Paul crossed himself and squinted at the dark face of his brother. “You are dead.”
 
   “I am free. It is you who are dead, John,” Luke Andrew sneered at him. “How is my sister?”
 
   “Get away from me!” John Paul warned and continued to back away from him.
 
   “Is she well?” Luke asked and took a step toward him and held out his arms. “Won’t you embrace your brother as you would have embraced your sister? Your attitude cuts me to the bone.”
 
   “Stay back!” John Paul commanded and reached for his sword, but he no longer wore it; he had given it over to Joszef. His long brown cloak fluttered about him in the breeze from the sea.
 
   Luke bent to pick up the sand dollar.
 
   “You dropped your pretty shell.” Luke held it out to him. “Such a pretty shell for such a pretty baby girl.”
 
   “Leave me! And don’t speak of my family!” John Paul said and narrowed his eyes, crinkling the wrinkles in his face.
 
   “Oh, now, now. Tsk! Tsk! I am your family, John. Don’t you remember? Same mother, same father? That makes us real brothers. I’ll leave you alone, brother,” Luke Andrew laughed. “You’ll be very alone before you die. Come and let us embrace my well beloved.”
 
   Luke Andrew rushed forward and caught John Paul by the arms. He pulled him close, placed his hand on his forehead and kissed him on the mouth. John Paul shoved at him and fought with him, but ended up lying in the sand on his back, screaming in terror. He turned over slowly and got to his hands and knees, weeping uncontrollably. He found his staff again and stood up shakily. Luke Andrew was gone. The sand dollar lay on the beach, completely black now. John Paul kicked sand over the thing with his foot and then turned back for home, walking as fast as his wobbly legs would carry him.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Beaujold rushed down the stairs, shouting curses in French, with the ‘evidence’ tucked in the crook of his arm. He laid the thing on the table and knelt beside the Ritter. Simon and Carlisle clattered down the steps behind him. Each of them carried an armload of journals and manuscripts from Merry’s basement in America. The old journals had belonged to her ancestors. Ancestors from Scotland. 
 
   Beaujold checked the Ritter for damage and shouted for them to go after Luke Matthew and the woman. He should have known better than to fall for the ruse. Luke Matthew could not be trusted. He was no better than his brother. He picked up the wine bottle and threw it across the hall in rage as Simon and Corrigan dumped their burdens on the table.
 
   “Go. Go. We must have the woman! Bring her back!” Beaujold shouted at them again.
 
   Corrigan sighed and then ran toward the doors. Simon looked about the hall and then followed after him, almost reluctantly. He should have known it had been too easy. Too simple. Luke would not go to Italy without a fight. The Ritter had been out of his mind to let the man go under these circumstances and the Knight would never allow them to take the woman. She would be damning evidence against his brother’s credibility. The Skull would be bad enough, but perhaps Mark Andrew really had nothing to do with it. Perhaps it was all a misunderstanding. Mark Ramsay had done a number of benevolent things throughout the years. Saving a female should be no worse, nor better than saving a man, if done for the right reasons. The historical journals and texts would either exonerate or condemn him. He exited the keep just behind Corrigan and saw Christopher sitting at the foot of the steps in the bright sunshine. The boy was crying. Simon’s heart hurt for him. He was confused and dumbstruck. Ramsay’s apprentice had only just come to live at the castle a few short years earlier. He couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty. Too old for crying maybe…
 
   “Which way did they go?” Simon asked him though he hardly hoped to receive and answer.
 
   Corrigan was already running across the bailey toward the wall. The Knight of the Golden Eagle climbed onto the wall and shaded his eyes against the bright sunlight, searching for signs of the Knight and the woman.
 
   “They have gone and left my Master to die,” Christopher told Simon. “Into the caves. Under the castle.”
 
   “The caves?” Simon frowned. “Tell me, my son. We have to get him back before he condemns himself. He needs our help. If he continues, you will have no Master, nor will his brother be spared to care for this place and you will have no home.” Simon hoped that this would prompt his help. The boy was an orphan that Mark Andrew had picked up in one of his mysterious journeys to America.
 
   Christopher frowned. He did not want to leave St. Patrick’s Island. He had nowhere to go. Nothing but Mark Ramsay and his brother, Luke. They were his family now. Like brothers, like uncles or even fathers to him. He did not understand this. 
 
   “I’ll show you.” Christopher got up and Simon whistled to Corrigan. The red-head climbed down from the wall and soon they were headed down through the kitchen and the larders and storerooms beneath the keep.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Beaujold could not wake the Ritter. He lay on the floor. Blood trickled from the split on the bone above his eye. They were all in danger now. Luke Matthew was likely to kill every one of them to avenge the treatment of his brother. The Knight of the Sword spun on his heel and went to the fireplace. He bent in front of the Knight of Death and looked into his face. He was unconscious. Fine. He would wake up soon enough. He could not fathom why Luke would have left his brother here. Surely he meant to come back for him. Luke was as arrogant as his bastard brother. 
 
   “There will be nothing left but ashes when you come back for your precious brother, Luke Ramsay,” he snarled aloud and spun around to look at Mark Ramsay as if expecting an answer. No response. His body had shut down again for repairs. There would be no repairing this time.
 
   The Knight of the Sword pulled the crude, homemade matches he had found in the wood box from his pocket and struck it on one of the fireplace stones. He looked at the tiny flame briefly before dropping it onto the outer edge of the oil-soaked wood stacked around Mark Andrew’s knees. The fire flickered and then caught in the oil. The flame spread very slowly. Beaujold backed away from the fireplace and sat down at the table to watch the spectacle. He took one of the bottles from the tray and pushed the cork out with his thumbs. He turned up the bottle and took a great swallow before reading the label. Ramsay’s Stout Ale. Not bad at all. He raised the bottle to the Knight of Death in a mock salute.
 
   Mark Andrew coughed and raised his head. The flames were spreading slowly around the edges of the wood piled about him. He frowned and blinked at the sight of the blue and orange flames licking at the dried logs and sticks of kindling. 
 
   Beaujold clutched his sword in his hand, expecting Luke Matthew to come bounding through the door at any moment.
 
   “Beaujold!” Mark Andrew bellowed through the white smoke that was billowing up the flue of the great chimney. The panic was evident in his voice now. “Wot is this? Ye promised t’ take me to th’ Master.”
 
   “I will,” Beaujold called to him. “I’ll scrape your ashes from the hearth and take you back to him in an ash bucket. You can plead your case with him from hell.”
 
   “Ye’re a coward and a fool!” Mark Andrew shouted at him and then coughed spasmodically as the smoke drifted into his face. He couldn’t begin to move his numb arms or legs. “Won’t ye just admit thot ye’re afraid o’ me?”
 
   “Oh, but I am not afraid of you now, du Morte,” Beaujold laughed and turned up the bottle of ale. “No, monsieur.” He got up and swaggered to the fireplace. He was already drunk with rage and the thrill of finally seeing his worst imagined enemy within the Order defeated. The ale went straight to his head. “I am not afraid of you. You cannot harm me. I have God at my back.”
 
   “Then come closer and see what you have done.” Mark Andrew held his head back and tried not to breathe the smoke that was growing thicker now as more of the oil-soaked wood caught on fire.  “See what you have feared so long, Brother.”
 
   “I am not afraid of you. I have told you this before,” Beaujold shouted again and squatted in front of the fire. He poked at the wood with his sword before pretending to warm his hands in the heat.
 
   “Then prove to yourself and to me, once and for all that you are superior as you claim to be. Prove that you are not the coward and the ranting fool that I believe you to be. At least allow me to die knowing that I was defeated by an honorable foe and not a sniveling French toad with delusions of godhood,” Mark managed to control his panic and his brogue long enough to issue the challenge in as cold a voice as he could muster.
 
   Beaujold roared in rage and threw the empty bottle against the back of the hearth, shattering the glass against the stones.
 
   He stood up and began to kick the burning logs and sticks from in front of the Knight, clearing a path in the growing flames to get to him.
 
   “I will cut your devilish tongue from your head before you burn,” he told him and drew his dagger from his belt. He reached for Mark Andrew’s hair.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry was half senseless by the time Luke Matthew set her down again. She staggered about and caught herself against the rough stone wall of the cramped tunnel beneath the castle.
 
   “Where are we?” She asked when she could see Luke in the dim light. He was working with something on the wall. 
 
   “We air under th’ keep,” he told her and came back with an ancient torch he had taken from an iron wall bracket. He stuck it into a small keg near her feet. The sharp smell of tar and something akin to kerosene assaulted her nose. Luke Matthew pulled a lighter from his pocket and lit the dripping end of the heavy club-like torch. The fire dripped from it onto the floor and black smoke billowed up to the ceiling and then curled back down on them. Merry coughed. 
 
   “Come on.” He took her hand and dragged her along none too gently. “Me brother tells me thot these passages wair cut ‘ere by th’ original builders o’ th’ keep by magickal methods.”
 
   “Magick!” Merry gasped as she rushed along beside him. “You believe in magick?”
 
   “O’ carse. Me brother practices magick oll th’ toime,” he told her. “It’s part o’ wot ‘e does fur th’ Order. And I ‘ave me own magick thot I can practice if need be.”
 
   “You do?” She glanced at him and then shrieked as she saw a bundle of bones tucked into a niche in the wall.
 
   “Dunna be afraid o’ th’ dead, lassie,” he laughed. “It’s th’ loive ones thot’ll kill ye.”
 
   “So who built all of this?” She asked him as she tried to take his advice, ignoring the various stacks of bones they were passing now.
 
   “This is the castle of the Grail Kings. Arthur and Perceval,” he told her matter-of-factly.
 
   “You’re joking,” she laughed. “They didn’t build this. They didn’t even exist.”
 
   “Oh, I see thot ye know nothin’ aboot ‘istory. O’ carse they existed.” He pulled up on her hand to help her leap over a crack in the floor about a foot wide. “Some say thot Merlin, the wizard, still exists and ‘e’s down ‘ere somewhair trapped in a crystal cave by th’ evil sorceress, Morgue le fay.”
 
   “Now you’re talking about fairy tales.” She shuddered at the sight of a grisly burial that was much more recent than the ones they had so far passed.
 
   “Nae faery tales, lassie.” Luke stopped and she stumbled forward before stopping beside him. He held up one hand and seemed to be listening intently.
 
   “What is...”
 
   “Shhh.” He turned and looked back, squinting into the darkness. “Someone’s following.”
 
   They started off again, taking a right fork and then a left and then a right as the tunnels branched and branched again. The tunnel was steadily descending and Merry was becoming very concerned that she may never see the light of day again. After traveling on at high speed for more than half an hour, she jerked away from him and stopped to lean against the wall.
 
   “I can’t breathe down here,” she told him. She’d never been claustrophobic, but this was a bit much. The dark stone closed in about her and the musty, heavy air was filled with the smell of mold and decay.
 
   “It’ll be oll roight. We’re oll most thair,” he told her and allowed her take a short breather, none-the-less. 
 
   “Almost where?” She panted and looked up at him. She certainly hoped they were almost somewhere. The torch was about to go out and she doubted there would be another one conveniently nearby.
 
   “To th’ underwarld,” he told her. “C’mon now, lassie.” He took her hand again and they redoubled their efforts as the torch flickered ominously. “Ye’re goin’ t’ love this, I promise ye.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “This way!” Christopher shouted back to his two confused companions.
 
   Simon and Carlisle had stopped at the first crypt and were staring at the white bones of its occupant in trepidation.
 
   “Are you sure?” Carlisle turned his curly red head slowly to look at the apprentice. “You wouldn’t be trying to trick us, boy?”
 
   “No. Of course not,” he said and walked back to where they stood. “Now come on. These things won’t last forever.” He pointed up at his torch.
 
   Simon glanced up at the one Corrigan held. 
 
   “All right, but when the torch is half burned out, we turn back,” he said grimly.
 
   “That sounds reasonable,” the Knight of the Golden Eagle nodded. “But how will we judge when it’s half burned out, Brother?”
 
   “I’ll keep watch on it,” Simon told him. “Move on.”
 
   Christopher turned about and began to hurry down the tunnel.
 
   “Who do you think all these bones belong to. The monks?” Corrigan asked the Healer as they hurried along after the young boy.
 
   “They belong to Sir Ramsay,” Simon answered.
 
   “I meant who were they?” 
 
   “Oh. Previous tenants?” Simon shrugged and then grimaced at the sight of a fresh burial. “The monks are apparently using this place as well.”
 
   The smell was awful and there were scurryings in the darkness ahead and behind. Rats, of course.
 
   “They say that this is the original site of Camelot,” Simon commented lightly, trying to take his own mind off of where they were. It reminded him of something not quite within the grasp of his conscious memory. His stomach was flip-flopping.
 
   “Camelot. King Arthur’s Camelot. I’ve heard that before,” Carlisle nodded. “That’s what they say. Whoever they are.”
 
   “I wonder if Merlin the magician is down here somewhere in his lab making potions and spells,” Simon mused.
 
   “That’s not a very safe topic right now, Brother, considering why we are down here.” Carlisle swallowed hard and leaped lightly over a huge crack in the floor. A draught of cold air hit him in the face from below.
 
   “You don’t really believe that Mark Ramsay is practicing the black arts, do you?” Simon asked and then they froze at sound of a high-pitched keening wail that seemed to emanate from the crack they had just passed over.
 
   “Holy Mother of God!” Corrigan said and crossed himself as he picked up his pace and caught up with the apprentice. “What is your Master keeping down here, boy?”
 
   “Everything down here keeps itself.” Christopher smiled at him. “Master Ramsay just leaves them to their own business and he minds his. Everything was just fine here until you people came to ruin everything.”
 
   “We didn’t come here to ruin anything, young sir. You’d best mind your tongue,” Simon told him sternly. “Where does this come out? On the other island?”
 
   “Something like that,” Christopher told them vaguely.
 
   “Wait just a minute, boy.” Corrigan grabbed the apprentice by the shoulder and brought him up short. “I think you’re leading us on wild goose chase. We’re going back now.”
 
   They turned and started back the way they had come. They rounded a slow turn and drew up short at the sight of a greenish form dressed in a long flowing robe that seemed to blow out behind it though there was no wind here to affect such a motion. It seemed to focus on them and then made directly for them. As it drew closer, they could see that it was an old hag. Her face was hidden under a deep hood and her long, green hair strung out behind her in wet tendrils. She turned her darkened visage toward them and let loose a long, blood-chilling wail.
 
   “Holy Mary!” Simon muttered and froze.
 
   “The Bean Sidhe!” Christopher shouted. “The woman of death. Run for your lives, Masters.”
 
   Another bone-shaking wail erupted from the figure in front of them. They turned frantically, ran into each other, shrieked in each other’s faces and then ran after the disappearing form of the apprentice as fast as their quaking legs would carry them, scrambling and scattering the neatly piled bones of the long dead, alternately screaming and cursing each other and everything else in God’s creation.
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   The cabbie took the roll of bills from d’Brouchart and backed up and around in the small, white rock parking lot in front of Mark Ramsay’s house in Lothian, Scotland. The big man stood in the twilight looking up at the house in wonder. The house, itself, remained unchanged except that green wooden shutters had been added to the lower windows and there were now very well executed flowerbeds on either side of the steps leading up to the tall front door. But beyond and beside the house on both sides, the new headquarters complex of the Order of the Red Cross of Gold spread out across the meadow, both shocking and pleasing him that Ramsay had done so well by the Order. Not bad at all. The well placed, pinkish lighting along the walks and around the outbuildings gave the place a soft look as if it were nothing more than a very opulent estate belonging to a wealthy family. The looks belied the true nature of the complex. The storm that had been raging for the past hour and a half had abated somewhat, but now, as he stood holding his grandson’s hand as if he were a small boy instead of a strapping young man, threatened to renew itself as jagged forks of greenish white lightning streaked from cloud to cloud above the meadow and thunder rumbled in the distance. 
 
   “Scottish weather,” he muttered and Andrew nodded.
 
   He walked up the brick sidewalk to the steps and glanced up as the security camera attached to the wall above the door tracked their movements automatically as they approached the stoop. The tiny humming buzz of the monitor’s movement made him shudder. Ramsay was taking no chances. Good.
 
   He pushed the lighted button and heard a deep chime inside the house. Andy wiggled and squirmed impatiently, wanting to withdraw his hand from his grandfather’s grip, but daring not to as they waited for someone to come to the door.
 
   The door clicked and popped and then opened slowly. The face of Planxty Grine appeared in the dark recesses beyond the door, pale and wide-eyed. He stood staring at the former Grand Master and then his mouth fell open as he recognized Andrew Naphtali d’Ornan on the stoop.
 
   “Master. Sir! Andy. My God!” he stammered and backed up into the foyer, holding an oil lamp high in his left hand. “Come in, Sirs.”
 
   D’Brouchart nodded and stepped inside the cool entry hall. A red emergency light lit the familiar interior with a warm red glow. De Lyons leapt from the chair in which he had been sitting on the left of the parlor door and came to greet d’Brouchart. He was unsure of what to say or what to do. He finally kissed the former Master’s ring and then hugged and kissed him in the Templar fashion, delivering a light kiss full on the lips in defiance of the Primitive Rule of Order. D’Brouchart was ex-communicated. There were specific rules concerning the treatment of ex-communicates. He tried to remember what it said exactly and how he should receive the former Master of the Order.
 
   “Sir.” He looked at Planxty and then at Stephano Clementi who joined him silently at the door. “I am at a loss...”
 
   “Your Grace.” Stephano bowed his head slightly and reached for the Master’s hand. He kissed d’Brouchart’s gold ring and then looked about. “Please, come in. Master Simon is indisposed as well as Masters Barry, de Bleu, Dambretti, Champlain and Dame Meredith. The Master, err... Master Ramsay is not in. If you would be so kind as to wait in the library, I will see that you have refreshments.”
 
   Stephano went to open the library doors and waited for the man to enter with Andy in tow.
 
   “Planxty,” Stephano said as he turned to Merry’s apprentice. “See to the needs of Sir d’Brouchart. Bring him some coffee or whatever he desires.” Stephano reached to ruff Andy’s hair when he passed. “Your Poppi will be in to see you shortly, Andy. I must apologize for the lighting, Sir.” Stephano stepped inside the library and went to light another oil lamp on the desk. “The storm has knocked out the power. Make yourself at home and I will inform the Masters that you have arrived.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Clementi,” d’Brouchart nodded. He dropped his bag on the floor and Stephano pulled the doors closed hastily.
 
   “What the devil?” De Lyons asked in a low whisper. “Did you know he was coming?”
 
   “No, Sir,” Clementi shook his head. “The rule, Article 12, says that we should be more concerned about his salvation than anything else until he is brought before the Master or the Bishop for absolution. That we should receive him mercifully.”
 
   De Lyons nodded, turned on his heel and went to tap softly on the parlor doors.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four of Nineteen
 
   When he prepared the heavens, I was there
 
    
 
    
 
   “Where’s Poppi?” Andrew asked his grandpa as he sat down heavily in one of the leather chairs in front of the fireplace. 
 
   D’Brouchart looked down at the boy who was the image of his son and then up at the portrait of Meredith and Mark Andrew above the fireplace. The presiding Grand Master’s deep blue eyes seemed to accuse him of things unspeakable. Sir Ramsay was not a happy man. Sister Meredith looked as lovely as ever in the dark brown suit and sleek white blouse. Ramsay, surprisingly enough, was dressed in a white outfit for the portrait. D’Brouchart wondered how Meredith had managed to get him into a white suit. Furthermore, he wondered that she had been able to get him into a portrait at all. The thing was probably the only picture of him in existence on the face of the earth other than the little photos required for driver’s licenses and passports. He well remembered how deftly the Knight of Death had managed to avoid every camera and every video recorder Meredith had ever employed during their gatherings while the children were younger. Birthday parties. Weddings. Funerals. Etceteras.
 
   “He’s busy at the moment, son.” 
 
   D’Brouchart picked up a financial journal from the table by the chair. Stephano had not mentioned Sir John or Sir Montague. He wondered where they might be. “Why did you come to Scotland, Andrew?”
 
   “I wanted to see Poppi. I have to tell him something,” Andrew told him. “I need to tell him something.” The boy’s voice trailed off.
 
   “Is it something you can tell your Grandpapa?” He asked.
 
   “I saw the monster, Grandpapa,” he told him. “It was... terrible. And it was after my father.”
 
   “Where was it?”
 
   “In hell.”
 
   “What were you doing in hell?” Edgard asked in a small voice, afraid to hear the answer.
 
   “I wasn’t there.” The boy turned his head and looked at his grandfather as if he were surprised to hear such a question. “Poppi was there, not me. He was pulled down there during the magick. It was awful. And he thought he was dead, but I knew he was alive. It came out of the pit and chased him through the caverns. He saved someone else. I didn’t see who it was. There was another man there, Grandpapa.”
 
   “Why? How? What...” d’Brouchart stammered to a halt.
 
   “Aunt Merry woke the monster up.”
 
   “She did? Why would Aunt Merry wake up a monster in a pit?”
 
   “She didn’t mean to,” Andrew shrugged.
 
   “Are you sure it was a monster and not the dragon?”
 
   “Oh, no. It was a monster,” Andrew shook his head and his blue eyes were wide. “And now it’s down there with Uncle John and Lavon and Marco and Oriel and...”
 
   “Oriel?  Oriel is in the Abyss?”
 
   “Everyone is in the Abyss except me and well, all of us d’Ornans. We didn’t go when the world changed.”
 
   “You mean all your brothers are still up here... with us?” d’Brouchart asked, but felt relieved somewhat, but what the boy was talking about was beyond his comprehension.
 
   “Yessir,” Andrew yawned.
 
   “How do you know this? How do you know they are all down there?”
 
   “Philip called Levi. Philip had a vision and Levi told me about it. Levi said that all the children of the Temple were called to the underworld to protect them from the time.”
 
   “The time?” d’Brouchart’s frown deepened.
 
   “Si`, Grandpapa. Sir Ramsay, the new Grand Master, is changing things. He’s fixing things back like they used to be and we’ll all be with mother soon.”
 
   “With mother?” D’Brouchart’s heart skipped a beat. “How do you... how did Philip know this?”
 
   “He talks to her all the time,” Andy told him matter-of-factly. “He doesn’t tell us everything she says though.”
 
   D’Brouchart blinked in consternation as Andrew brushed his hair back, exposing a bruise on the side of his face. It was quite fresh. Did he have brain damage? Was the boy mad?
 
   “What happened to your head?”
 
   “Poppi got hit by Uncle Louis. I’m afraid he was acting a bit crazy when they pulled him from hell.”
 
   “Is he... crazy now?”
 
   “No.” The boy looked up at the ceiling. “He’s sleeping. He used to bleed a lot and I hated that. Aunt Nanna always got upset when my hands and feet would bleed, but Poppi doesn’t have the stigmata anymore and neither do I. The dragon ate that awful woman that tried to kill him. And now she can’t hurt Poppi anymore. The Djinni fed her to the dragon of the lake.”
 
   “Oh,” d’Brouchart nodded. “And who told you that?”
 
   “Levi. He said that Inanna beat Anonni in a fair fight and they fell into the lake of metal together.” 
 
   “I see. What did you have to tell your Poppi?”
 
   “I need to tell him about Sir Ramsay.”
 
   “What about Sir Ramsay?”
 
   “That man, the Knight of the Sword? Not this one, but the other one, Boojoo, Boojoe? He is going to burn him in the fireplace.”
 
   “Burn? Who? Burn who?”
 
   “Boojoe is going to burn Sir Ramsay. In the fireplace. In the castle where Merlin used to live. Do you know about Merlin the Magician?”
 
   “I’ve heard of him.” D’Brouchart’s mind raced. Camelot? Avalon? The boy had been reading too many storybooks.
 
   “Well, Sir Ramsay lives in Merlin’s castle on an island in the sea and this Boojoe, he thinks that Sir Ramsay made a pact with the devil and he thinks that Sir Ramsay owns the Skull. You know about the Skull?”
 
   D’Brouchart nodded. This was incredible.
 
   “Anyway, he thinks Sir Ramsay is the one that made the Skull and he thinks that Sir Ramsay is a magician. He wants to burn him at the stake like they used to burn the witches in the old days. Is Sir Ramsay a sorcerer, Grandpapa?”
 
   “No, of course not,” d’Brouchart lied and tried to laugh.
 
   “Aunt Merry is a witch. Nicole told me. She got the Skull from her poppi and he got it from his and he got it from his and he got it from his and I don’t know how many more poppis there were, but they went back a long way all the way to the crusades. Poppi said that you fought in the Crusades, Grandpapa. I hope you’ll come and visit us and tell us some stories. Anyway, she’s the witch. Or she should be one. But she is here now and she’s not a witch anymore in this time, but she was a witch before. When she was older. And now she’s looking for Sir Ramsay and she’d better find him in a hurry because he’s burning up.”
 
   “What?” D’Brouchart stood up.
 
   “And when the other Poppi comes, I mean when the other Simon who is not our Poppi, there will be lots of trouble,” Andrew finished breathlessly and stared at his grandfather wide-eyed.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Konrad William von Hetz’s life had become much more complex that he had ever dreamed possible. He had always known in his heart that he was ‘special’ and destined to lead a ‘special life’, but never in his wildest dreams even as a rambunctious, self-centered, obnoxious teenager had he ever had the slightest notion of just how ‘special’ his life would be. 
 
   After he had escaped into the underworld with Ruth Carlotti, leaving his Master, the Chevalier Ramsay, on the top of a mountain to do whatever it was he planned to do, Konrad had come back to the idyllic wonderland fraught with danger and lush with beauty beyond description with only one thing in mind: Lucia Simone Dambretti.
 
   He had been totally, irrepressibly, hopelessly in love with Lucio Dambretti’s dark-eyed daughter and nothing short of Sir Ramsay’s dragons could have torn him from his purpose. He would have her, he would marry her or die trying. Over the years he had come very close to just that as he fought against her brother Marco. Marco could not be reasoned with, could not be trusted and could not be deterred from his one consuming concern: Death to Konrad von Hetz! During the sixty-plus years the Templar children had spent exiled in the underworld, Marco had laid traps, hunted and harassed the Ritter’s lanky son to the ends of their world and back again. But Marco had died inevitably, growing bitterer as he grew older. Konrad had done everything within his power to make peace with his brother-in-law and he’d had help all to no avail. John Paul Sinclair-Ramsay had tried to reconcile the two on numerous occasions. John’s son and Konrad’s half-brother who happened to be Marco’s best friend, Jozsef Daniel, had tried to broker a number of treaties unsuccessfully. 
 
   Lucia had appealed directly to her brother to no avail. She had even tried to use Pietro Barrati, John’s apprentice and Marco’s only other ally as leverage to halt the hostilities. But Pietro was in love with Lucia himself and no amount of begging and pleading on Lucia’s behalf would make him change his mind about Konrad. Pietro never gave up hope of winning Lucia for himself until the day he died.
 
   Konrad chewed thoughtfully on a blade of grass as he sat on a boulder in the midst of the plain littered with the remains of Marco’s bombs. He had never really liked Pietro, but he had been severely affected by his death. Watching him grow old and die had brought home the concept of death. Something he had very little respect for until now. He had even thought of administering the tiny bit of brown powder he had secreted away in the bottom of a potted plant on the balcony outside his bedroom suite, but he had never figured out a way to get it to him. It wasn’t as if he could have walked up to him and said “Hey, Pietro, how’s it hanging?” Pietro would have killed him just as quickly as Marco if he’d given him the chance. It made him feel all strange inside to think that someone... two someones had actually wanted him dead. Of course, everyone outside the military outpost in Afghanistan had been trying to kill him during his stint in the war, but that was different... that was war, real war. This had been much more personal. These fellows had known him personally. It just didn’t make sense. 
 
   Now a week after Marco’s death, Lucia was still mourning and inconsolable. He’d gone over to the Djinni’s palace and brought back her eldest son, William and his wife, Dunya to sit with her. Lucia actually loved Dunya and of course William was nearer and dearer to heart than all others. Konrad liked to think that it was because William looked like him moreso than their younger son, Apolonio. Apolonio looked more like his mother and hence, more like his grandfather, Lucio Dambretti. Enough to have made Konrad suffer more than one or two double-takes over the years. Apolonio was wild and unpredictable. He loved the woods and he got along right well with Sam’s elves and the other odd creatures living in the forests, caves and meadows, often joining them in their hunts. Konrad was proud of his sons and he admired Apolonio’s spirit. He had never been much of an outdoorsy type himself and he actually had more in common with William, but William had none of the contempt for life that he had experienced in his younger years. William was a good man in the truest sense of the word. He might have looked like Konrad, but he was his mother’s son. Lucia had roused from her bed long enough to sit with William and Dunya on the balcony, taking in the sea breeze, but as soon as they left, she was back in her bed again.
 
   Konrad perked up when he saw two ponies emerge from the woods. Sam rose up in the saddle and waved to hm. 
 
   “Ho, Konrad!” Sam greeted him when he drew near and slid from the pony. Several flower petals and feathers fell from his long, blond hair when his feet struck the ground. He laughed and scooped them up, replacing them under his cap. “It is good to see you out and about. We have brought honey, milk, bread and cherries for your woman. Is she still feeling poorly? Unwell? Sad?”
 
   “She mourns for her brother, yes,” Konrad said and averted his eyes from the bright face of the elf. If only he could be as carefree as these creatures. If only he could take Lucia away from these troubles and ride along the beach or hike up into the hills... “I thought perhaps some of her favorites would cheer her up.”
 
   “Alekso and I would be glad to go up and speak with her,” Sam offered. “Perhaps we might cheer her up with a good tale. A cheerful song. A bit of verse.”
 
   “I’m not sure she’s in the mood for company, Sam, but I do appreciate the offer,” Konrad said sadly. “I’ll ask her and let you know.”
 
   “We will meet again soon, my friend,” Sam said as he climbed back on his pony. His companion, Alekso, unloaded the pouches and bags attached to his pony and laid them at Konrad’s feet. “There is another matter that we must discuss, but not now. We are in search of the prophet. We have looked high, low and in between for him and cannot find him. There are matters of grave importance, great magnitude, grand scale in the offing and on the wind. We must speak to him of his father, King Adar. If you should see him, please tell him that we are seeking, searching and sounding the depths and heights for him.”
 
   “I shall certainly do so, my friends,” Konrad assured them as he gathered the gifts into his backpack. “Perhaps Lucia knows where her brother has gotten off to.”
 
   Sam and Alekso rode back the way they had come and Konrad started his journey back down the cliff face and then up the stairs that would take him home. When he reached the underbelly of his palace by way of the passages honey-combing the sea cliffs, he was downcast, wondering if Lucia would ever be the same care-free spirit he had known in his youth. His depression turned to despair when he found the prophet lying unconscious on the stairway. His face was pale and his heartbeat thready and weak. In one hand he clutched a beautiful seashell no doubt gathered for his wife, Aurora, and his other hand was pressed tightly against his chest in a closed fist as if he were suffering great pain. Konrad threw down his backpack and raced up the stairs shouting for help. Apolonio and several of the elves who regularly visited his youngest son soon had the prophet ensconced in one of the bedrooms reserved for guests. Now, Konrad had yet another crisis on his hands. John Paul was seriously ill and he had no healing powers, no medical knowledge to help him. It was hard to tell how old he was. His hair was still long and abundant, but it was snowy white. His face was full of lines and creases, but his blue eyes had never lost their look of boyish wonder. Now his face, usually dark from the many hours that he spent in the sun, wandering about the underworld, was pale and his eyes were closed. Konrad’s best guess was that John Paul had suffered a heart attack coming up the stairs. There was no way of knowing how long he had lain on the steps.
 
   Lucia, having finally roused herself enough to sit with Ruth and enjoy the company of her latest grandchild, came rushing from the balcony where they had been rocking the prophet’s brand new baby girl, Meredith Michele, as they watched the sun go down. Aurora had left the baby with its grandmama while she went to the Djinni’s palace to check on her aging mother, Nicole Ramsay-Kadif. Aurora went there every day just before sundown to make sure her mother was comfortable. She was the only one who could stand to be around the old woman for more than five minutes. Even Omar, the Djinni’s beautiful son, had given up trying to comfort his wife. She had grown to despise him as she grew older and older while he remained young. There was nothing he could do to convince her that he still loved and cared for her. 
 
   Lucia send Apolonio after his brother William and Aurora and then alternately wept and tried her healing powers on John again and again, but the prophet did not show any signs of improvement. By the time Apolonio came back with Aurora, William and Dunya, William’s wife, Lucia had managed to wake him up, but he was fading fast. They had plied him with water, wine and every imaginable thing they had to offer to comfort him, but he responded to nothing. His eyes remained cloudy and he seemed to be in shock.
 
   “Konrad,” he said in a low voice and grasped his brother-in-law’s sleeve fiercely. “Send them away.”
 
   “But, Brother.” Konrad looked around at the people gathered about the prophet.
 
   “Do it,” John Paul told him again.
 
   Konrad nodded to Lucia and jerked his head. He received a scathing look from his wife and Aurora burst into fresh tears. William and Dunya quickly intervened and convinced Lucia to respect her brother’s wishes.  Ruth waited for them on the balcony, trying to shush the baby who cried inconsolably as if she knew her papa was dying. Apolonio, terrified by the entire event left them in search of Jozsef Daniel, who had taken to living with the elves since losing Marco and Pietro. 
 
    “What is it, Brother?” Konrad asked and knelt beside him, taking John’s hand when the women were gone.
 
   “I saw Luke Andrew...” John Paul’s face was full of pain as he breathed out the words. “He is here.”
 
   “No.” Konrad shook his head. “Surely not. It was only a dream or a hallucination. You are very ill, John. You must rest and regain your strength.”
 
   “No! Listen to me,” John Paul hissed and tried to sit up. “He is here. I saw him. He touched me! You must be careful.” Konrad locked eyes with the prophet and saw Luke Andrew Ramsay taunting his older brother, saw Luke Andrew Ramsay laughing after having kissed John Paul in an almost obscene embrace and then he saw Luke Andrew Ramsay standing on the stairs in his own palace looking down at him. He fell back from the brief contact and gasped for air as his heart raced.
 
   “I will, but I want you to rest now. Don’t worry about anything.” Konrad was horrified. Had Luke Andrew’s specter killed John Paul? Was it possible that Nicole’s evil twin brother was somehow alive and lurking in the Abyss or the underworld? Even if Luke Andrew had been immortal, Konrad had been told that broken necks was one sure-fire way for the so-called immortals to end their immortality in a very final manner. But Konrad had seen very many bizarre things in his life.  
 
   “You will take care of my family?” John Paul asked him.
 
   “Of course.” Konrad smiled at him. “I have nothing better to do.” He tried to sound cheerful, but it did not come out right. His voice broke and he lost his composure altogether. “Don’t do this, Brother. Don’t leave me here.”
 
   “You will be fine.” John smiled ruefully at him and then winced and clutched his shoulder again. “Look out for Luke Andrew. The Lord of the Abyss has taken him.”
 
   “No. Please...” Konrad shook his head.
 
   “Let me see my wife and baby now,” John Paul told him. “Go with God, Konrad.”
 
   John Paul lived long enough to say goodbye to his wife and name his daughter before he ‘went with God’. It was the worst day of Konrad’s entire life. 
 
   Jozsef Daniel arrived in time to officiate at his father’s funeral and then christened his new half-sister: Meredith Michele. The elves built bonfires and mourned for days outside the palace much as they had done after the deaths of Pietro Barrati and Marco Dambretti. They did not take death well and blamed the passing of their human friends on all sorts of things from the weather to sea monsters, but it was the mighty Djinn who had taken the death of the prophet worse than any of the inhabitants of the underworld. He had caused great rain storms and even a small tornado in his rage and grief over the death of Adar’s son. He simply would not accept it. How, he asked them time and again, how would he be able to tell Adar that he had allowed his son to grow old and die? Konrad had been amazed to find that Lemarik held himself responsible for the prophet’s death. He thought that, perhaps, the Djinni did not understand old age and death even though he had surely seen it many times in his long life. He had barely noticed Marco’s passing, but he simply did not want to accept John Paul’s death. The Djinni had disappeared after John Paul’s funeral and no one knew where he had gone. 
 
   Oriel was beside herself at losing the Djinni so soon after their marriage, but her misery had turned to astonishment and shock when Lavon de Bleu had shown up two weeks after Lemarik’s disappearance. The French apprentice had come riding back on his red stallion as if he had only been gone a few days.
 
   The task of filling him in on everything that had transpired in his absence had fallen to Konrad.
 
   “And that is that, my friend. You have been gone for a while and a bit as the elves would say.” Konrad held up both hands in frustration.
 
   Lavon sat on the steps of the palace staring at him in utter bewilderment.
 
   “My father may not have been hallucinating, Brother,” Lavon told him when he had regained his wits somewhat. “I saw the Lord of the Abyss... or I saw something coming out of the Abyss. It was huge and it was evil. And it was more terrible than anything I could have imagined. Furthermore, it was Simon of Grenoble who saved me from it.” 
 
   Lavon went on to relate everything that had happened to him when he had been searching for the dragon and then lost for years in the Abyss. He showed Konrad the empty wine bottle in his pack. “I only just drank the last swallow this morning. I only took one bottle with me.”
 
   “You saw Simon d’Ornan?” Konrad looked about in astonishment at the bright, sunny day.
 
   “Oui. I saw him. I ran with him and talked to him and prayed with him and then he was gone.”
 
   “But this thing... this Lord of the Abyss, where did it go?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Lavon shook his head and looked up at the white palace behind him. The multiple stains of Marco’s endless bombs still marred its perfection. “What will I do now, Brother? My wife has married another and I am still alive.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Konrad raised both eyebrows. “We must declare an annulment. Oriel is still your wife. You and she were married first.”
 
   “The Djinni might think otherwise.” Lavon was truly devastated. He had lost his father and his wife in what was, to him, only a few short days.
 
   “I will speak with Omar. Omar will explain it to him,” Konrad suggested. “And then we will make a search party to look for signs of the thing from the Abyss and Luke Andrew.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Edgard d’Brouchart opened the library doors and Asher Schumacher and Guy de Lyons stood up immediately. Stephano Clementi sat in a chair directly in front of the parlor doors.
 
   “What are they doing in there?” d’Brouchart demanded to know.
 
   “That is none of your affair, Sir.” De Lyons raised his chin slightly. “Please retire to the library, Sir, and we will speak with you shortly.”
 
   “I will not retire,” d’Brouchart shook his head. “You must do something quickly. Sir Ramsay is in trouble.”
 
   “Take the boy to see his father,” Asher suggested and jerked his head toward the hall. “He is in his room and in need of company.”
 
   “This is not a social visit, Sir.” D’Brouchart advanced on them. “Allow me to speak with Dame Meredith.”
 
   “She’s busy, Sir,” De Lyons insisted and stepped in front of the doors as Clementi stood up beside.
 
   “Stand aside or, by God, I will go over you, Sir,” d’Brouchart’s eyes blazed with anger.
 
   “Hold, Sir.” Simon’s voice cut through the hall.
 
   The men turned to see the Healer, now dressed in black combat fatigues, standing in the hall near the stairs with his silver sword drawn.
 
   “What goes on here?” Simon demanded to know. His head was spinning and the world seemed fuzzy around the edges. He remembered running and running down long dark passages. Something horrible was chasing him. And then there had been another running with him. A friend… but who? He couldn’t remember anything. The last thing he remembered was sitting in Council in Italy. Lucio Dambretti had been speaking of the latest bombing in Israel. They were going to do some work in Syria and something was happening at the Holy See. The Pope had been ill and there was another issue… Yes! The Grand Master’s apprentice, Anthony Scalia had disappeared. They had been deciding what to do about that. Ramsay would go after him. Yes… but how had he gotten here at Ramsay’s home in Scotland. Who were these strangers? Where was Brother Ramsay and why did these strangers insist on speaking to him as if they knew him? He recognized Guy de Lyons, Thomas Beaujold’s apprentice. Who was this child? Who was this woman? What the hell were they doing in Ramsay’s parlor? 
 
   “Who are you?!” he demanded again.
 
   The four men exchanged confused looks. Who was he talking to?
 
   “Brother?” De Lyons frowned at the Healer. He had never seen the Healer wear such clothes. He glanced down at his own uniform. “You are not well. You should go and ....”
 
   “Stand back!” Simon advanced on them. “What are you doing in Sir Ramsay’s house? Where is your Master?”
 
   “Poppi?” Andrew asked and stepped out, away from his grandfather and then narrowed his eyes at his father. There was something wrong here. His father did not recognize him.
 
   Simon stared at the boy without the slightest hint of recognition.
 
   “Get thee back to the library, boy,” he said. The Rule of Order. The Primitive Rule of Order did not allow children in the Order unless… unless… what? “This is no place for children. Who has brought this boy to the Order? He is not able to bear arms. Take him off and bring him back when he is old enough. Your Grace… Who are these men, Master and why are they wearing the garb of the Knights of the Temple? What have they done with Brother Ramsay?”
 
   “Simon! Brother!” Asher spoke up hesitantly. “It is I, Asher Schumacher and Guy and surely you remember Stephano Clementi?”
 
   “Wolfgang? Schumacher? Where is the Ritter? What is this? Nay. Stand aside, sir!” Simon warned them and lowered the tip of the blade toward the Knight of the Apocalypse. “Allow the Master to pass.”
 
   De Lyons and Schumacher began to edge their way around the wall of the foyer. Simon watched them warily as they moved away. 
 
   “Get back.” He took a step forward and waved Asher toward the front door. “All of you. Your Grace. Step over here, Sir.”
 
   “Poppi. I need to talk to you,” Andrew shouted at his father. “You must remember! Remember the Abyss! The ancient evil!”
 
   “Take the boy, sir,” Simon spoke to Clementi. “Out.”
 
   The three men guarding the parlor looked at each other in complete astonishment. They had no idea what to do about this sudden turn of events. They did not want to hurt the Healer and he had obviously lost his mind.
 
   “Outside.” Simon jerked his head toward the door. He had to get to the bottom of this. Had everyone gone crazy?
 
   De Lyons nodded to Asher. “Do as he says, Brother.” He held out his hand toward Andrew. “Come on, son. We’ll do as he requests.”
 
   “But Poppi…”
 
   “Hush, Andy,” d’Brouchart told the boy and leaned down to speak in his ear. “Your father is not well. Let me talk to him first. Go with these men and they will take care of you.”
 
   Andy nodded and followed de Lyons, Clementi and Asher looking over his shoulder dejectedly. They paused at the door. 
 
   “No tricks!” Simon barked at them and took another step forward.
 
   Stephano opened the front door and they backed out the door onto the stoop. Simon went to lock the door immediately and then looked out the window at them to make sure they were still there.
 
   As soon as the Healer let the curtain drop, the three men outside bolted down the steps and around the house on their way to the back door with Andy close behind them. Edgard turned to his son.
 
   “Simon,” d’Brouchart said and held out his arms. “It is good to see you, Brother.”
 
   “And you, Sir.” Simon came to embrace his father in the Templar fashion. “What news of Rome, your Grace? We will join the fight? Did your visit with the Holy See go favorably?”
 
   “Oh, oui, of course,” d’Brouchart nodded. His son was not in his right mind. The former Grand Master had no idea what fight he was talking about, nor what visit to the Pope or even which Pope he might have in mind.
 
   “It will take a great force to win this war,” Simon told him very solemnly remembering the horror he had seen rising from the pit. “I have seen the enemy and he has seen me.”
 
   A chill ran up d’Brouchart’s spine.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Thomas Beaujold yanked Ramsay’s head back and then tried to force his mouth open. Mark Andrew jerked his head about, trying to avoid the blade of the dagger that the Knight of the Sword intended to use to cut out his tongue. Beaujold shrieked in terror as the white braid wrapped itself around his wrist. He scrambled backwards, dropping the dagger in the burning firewood. His left hand was hopelessly entangled in Mark’s hair. He pulled desperately on the hair, trying to find the knife again while Mark Andrew did his best to keep his neck in one piece. He could feel the heat from the fire as the flames grew more intense around them. Beaujold began to kick desperately at the logs and burning kindling wood in the fire pit. Shouting and cursing, calling on God to save him.
 
   “You’ll burn with me now, Brother!” Mark Andrew managed to shout at him as his head was nearly pulled from his shoulders. “Untie me.”
 
   “No!” Beaujold screeched hysterically and struggled to get away from him. He tried to reach the dagger and barely managed to grasp it in his free hand.
 
   “Cut me loose! It is the only way to save yourself!” Mark Andrew pulled back his head as the smoke billowed in his face. “Let me go.”
 
   “Let go of me!” Beaujold shrieked at him.
 
   The flame was scorching the Knight’s clothes and his boots now as he kicked about in a small circle in front of the kneeling man tied to the andirons. He began to shout for von Hetz. The Knight of the Apocalypse still lay on the floor where Luke Matthew had toppled him.
 
   “Coll on th’ divvil t’ ‘elp ye!” Mark Andrew shouted at him. “Ye’ll nae get away from ‘im.”
 
   “Shut up.” Beaujold beat at the flames as they threatened to catch his sleeve on fire. “Loose my hand and I’ll set you free.”
 
   “I dunna think so.” 
 
   Mark Andrew struggled desperately against the bindings that held his arms behind him. If he didn’t get free he was going to have a broken neck to go with the burns. Beaujold had cleared most of the wood from in front of him, but he could feel the heat of the fire behind him. His feet were not as numb as he had thought.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry could see an emerald green island set in the midst of a deep blue sea. On the islet was a castle of immense proportions with tall towers and battlements. Ramsay’s coat of arms flew over the highest point. It was a beautiful place of gray stone and immaculate lawns and gardens. She could see many men in long robes working in the gardens and within the outer walls of the compound. They looked like monks. Was this a monastery perhaps? But Ramsay’s banner flew over the parapets. She closed in on the roof of the keep. A thin trail of smoke rose from one of the tall chimneys. She was drawn to the chimney and then down inside the dark tube. The smoke obscured her vision, but the sounds of shouting came clearly to her ears. She heard Ramsay’s voice and the voice of another man. They were having a grave disagreement and they both sounded quite desperate. She narrowed her eyes as she seemed to fall through the smoke. She could feel the heat on her face. The smoke billowed erratically and she could see the tops of the two men’s heads as they seemed locked in some fierce struggle in the midst of a blazing fire.
 
   “Holy Mary. Mother of God,” Merry heard herself say and then she plunged both her hands into the dish. She grabbed wildly for Mark’s head. She was being jerked back and forth erratically. She held onto his hair and heard him screaming as she pulled on him. She let go of the hair and felt for something more substantial. Her hands slipped under his chin and she felt flesh and then what seemed to be an arm. A wrist. She pulled on it and heard another scream. She could not lift this weight. She screamed for help and was aware of being jostled and squeezed as her companions came to aid her in her efforts. Mark Andrew continued to scream and the other voice shrieked and shouted desperately as they began to pull them up and out of the chimney. She became vaguely aware of Lucio’s voice and Louis and Barry as they fought to pull the two tangled figures from the fire. She fell back and a great weight descended on her she crashed to the floor of the parlor. She was blinded and choked by the smoke and the tangle of arms and legs. 
 
   “Let him go.” 
 
   “Get hold of the thing, for God’s sake.”  
 
   Someone was shouting and something else seemed to fall on her. Metal. She heard the clanking noise of something very heavy. Her head banged the floor and smoke blinded her. 
 
   “Get back.” 
 
   “Hold on.” 
 
   “Santa Maria.” 
 
   “Holy Mary.” 
 
   Everyone was shouting at once. 
 
   Merry scrambled back across the floor as the hot metal burned her arms. She got away from the heat and felt a leg and a bare foot. She locked her arms around the leg and held on for dear life, unable to see or do anything else. She heard more shouting and bellowing and then a long scream that seemed to be cut off in midstream and then the pressure was gone. She got to her hands and knees and someone helped her up. She rubbed her eyes and looked about the darkened parlor. The room was full of smoke and the smell of burning wood. The lamp had been turned over, extinguished in the fray.  
 
   Lucio had her in his arms, holding her.
 
   “We got him,” the Italian told her and she saw Louis and Barry working desperately to untie Mark’s hands and feet from the black iron things that had hit her. Andirons. No wonder she had been unable to lift him. “Be still, Meredith. We have him. It’s all right. He’s all right.”
 
   “Where is Beaujold?” She heard Louis’s voice through the confusion. “I saw him.”
 
   “He didn’t make it out!” Barry shouted. “Here. Take this. Help me with him.”
 
   She turned about as she recognized the voice of the former Grand Master.
 
   “Golden Eagle. What is going on?”
 
   “Your Grace.” Lucio spun her around and let go of her. She stumbled across the room and Edgard d’Brouchart caught her. She was pulled free of him almost immediately and flung against the wall.
 
   “Get back, woman,” she heard Simon’s voice as her head slammed into the door. 
 
   “Simon, what the…” she heard Lucio shouting and then the world went black for her momentarily and she felt herself falling as a new and louder commotion broke loose in the room. She heard Asher Schumacher’s voice vaguely calling her name as he dragged her from the room. She heard more shouts and sounds of things, heavy things being moved about roughly and frantically. The smoke was making her head spin and she became aware of a burning sensation in her hands and on her arms. Mark Andrew had been in the fire. Someone had been burning him? She crawled back toward the parlor shouting his name. Strong arms lifted her from the floor and dragged her backwards. The parlor was in flames and people rushed to and fro stamping and beating out the fires on the rug. Asher stumbled from the room and flung open the front doors to the fresh night air. A chilly wind rushed inside as she was pulled along the hall and into the kitchen.
 
   “No,” she fought against whoever held her. “Mark Andrew. I have to help him!” She shouted.
 
   “Meredith.” Her antagonist spun her around and shouted in her face. “I’m here!” Mark Andrew shouted again as she tried to break free from his grip. She stopped and looked into his face. It was smeared with blood and black grime. His hair was a mess and he wore no shirt. She grabbed his arms and he winced. There were burns on his arms from the fire and on his wrists, different injuries from the ropes that had bound him to the andirons.
 
   “Oh, my God. Is it you? Is it really you?” she cried and hugged him.
 
   “Aye, tis me, but... but...” he said in confusion. “How did you do it? How did you find me? Have you seen… did you see Luke Matthew?” he asked and looked around in a panic. “Did he come here with me?! Meredith, what have you done?!”
 
   She let go of him and brushed his hair back. He looked down at her and then at his burned and bloody hands, frowned and then his eyes rolled up and he fell onto the floor.
 
   “Planxty!” She screamed and knelt beside him. “Jonathan. Somebody. Help me!”
 
   Lucio found her first and then Planxty. They turned the Knight of Death on his back and inspected the damage. He had multiple bruises and abrasions on his face. He was smeared with blood and ashes and grit. The inside portions of both his forearms and his hands were burned and in some places, blisters had already formed. And the heat from the hot iron had burned a long streak down the center of his back. The soles of both his feet were burned and blistered as well. Some of his hair on the back of his head was singed. The worst injury appeared to be a through and through puncture wound in his stomach that was beginning to heal. A sword wound, perhaps. The only thing seemingly not affected was the snow white braid of hair and its silver ornaments. 
 
   Lucio and Planxty picked him up and carried him upstairs while Merry hurried about the kitchen rounding up all the ice she could find. They would need to treat the burns before they became worse and she would need soap and water and…
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five of Nineteen
 
   find out knowledge of witty inventions
 
    
 
    
 
   William Montague handed Merry a glass of wine and then sat down next to her at the Council table. Armand de Bleu hurried into the room and let go a long sigh. The young Knight had spent most of the day in his office pouring over mathematical calculations on two computers simultaneously and on a huge dry erase board as well as numerous legal pads and handheld calculators, trying various models based on the knowledge he had gleaned concerning timelines, time travel paradoxes and possibilities inherent in dealing with the complexities of alternate and parallel universes. His results had shown a number of interesting theories of what had just happened and how Montague had reappeared as if he’d never been gone. It seemed that when Sister Meredith had yanked Mark Andrew from the burning fire pit, the alternate or parallel time line that their Grand Master had created had simply snapped back in line with their own like an overstretched rubber band. At some point, had they not retrieved him, the band would have broken and their own time line would have ceased to exist. They had caught him just in time to save not only his life, but their own as well. It was nothing short of a miracle. Another search on a third computer following the changes in the Order’s archives had shown that many of the changes Mark had wrought over the years had simply vanished and the only remaining evidence that anything had ever changed were the hardcopies he had printed out for use in their impromptu Council meetings. More research would be necessary to check all the possible variables. It seemed that not everything had been restored, but everything that mattered was back to normal.
 
   “It’s all right.” He looked about at his Brothers. “Everything is as it should be, with but a few exceptions as far as I can tell by scanning over the databases.”
 
   “The passages?” Montague asked and looked across the table at de Lyons. He was still somewhat dazed over his experience. He remembered reaching for a cup of tea that he had been drinking and then found himself reaching for the tea again, but it had not been there. Everything he had been working on was gone and his office had been ‘trashed’. De Bleu and de Lyons had made a mess of his desk and his files while he had been “gone”, but to him, he had never left. It was still incredible to him to think that he had actually disappeared for several days. At first, he had not believed them, but the newspapers and reports he had seen since his return verified their stories. He had simply not existed for a considerable period of time. 
 
   “They appear to be open. I didn’t venture too far. We saw nothing amiss,” the Knight of the Sword answered tiredly. It was almost noon and they had been up all night. 
 
   Simon sat at one end of the table staring at a silver tankard of beer. He was still dressed in the black uniform. His sword lay on the table in front of him. He had refused to return to his bed and he would not take off the black uniform. It was a simple field recon outfit that he kept in his closet in case of need and had never ‘needed’ before. The same sort of uniform that Mark Ramsay always used on his covert missions; just another thing he could not explain. He’d simply gotten up and took it from his closet, found his sword and put it on. His father sat at his right hand with a deep frown etched on his face. They were all crazy. Simon was in a state of total confusion. Nothing made any sense. 
 
   D’Brouchart had tried in vain to bring him up to date about everything that had transpired. Louis had talked with him as had Barry, but he did not seem willing or capable of understanding them. They were telling him that he had been lost during a magickal experiment. Not possible! Witchcraft and sorcery! Lucio had even taken him on a short tour of the grounds, trying to jolt his memory, but it had only served to make him more convinced that he was hallucinating or dreaming. But there was one disturbing piece of very real evidence in his uniform that bespoke the truth that some devilment had taken place. He was no longer suffering from the effects of the physical debilitation that had plagued him most of his long life. He had been healed and though he was now perfectly capable of having been married, he had no recollection of ever having a wife, much less having fathered thirteen children. They told him the boy named Andrew that he had seen with the Master was just one of his own eleven sons. He could not believe it. And furthermore, this Dambretti was different. This Dambretti no longer wore the old scar from his unfortunate contact with the Golden Sword of the Cherubim that he had suffered in his youth. Even crazier still, this Dambretti claimed to have been married to this woman who was speaking to them in Council. Dambretti further claimed that she had borne a set of twins for him and that he, himself, had subsequently been married to her for a very brief period before he had married a woman named Rachel who was the mother of his alleged sons. Not possible! Not possible! It had to be a nightmare.
 
   Merry glanced at d’Brouchart and then frowned at Simon.
 
   He looked up at her and returned her frown. He did not know her. He did not know his own sons and he did not know de Bleu, Schumacher and de Lyons as Knights of the Council. They were apprentices. Where were their Masters? They had each been trying to speak with him at various intervals, but he would only speak with the Grand Master, whom he did not recognize as his father as they all claimed him to be. He knew Louis Champlain, Lucio Dambretti and Sir Barry well enough. He would have nothing to do with the rest of them. He was convinced that this was all a trick of Satan.
 
   Simon eyed them all warily as he tore his eyes from Merry and looked about, laying both his hands on the table as if he would bolt from the room. He looked as if he would take up the sword at any moment and slay them all. 
 
   “Simon. Brother,” d’Brouchart said and leaned toward his obviously distressed son. “I am expecting an important message from Italy. I need someone trustworthy to wait for the messenger. Would you be so kind as to wait in Sir Ramsay’s library for the messenger to arrive?”
 
   Simon stood immediately and bowed shortly to the Master. “Your Grace.” He picked up his sword, turned on his heel and left the room. Edgard pressed one hand to his face. He had lost his son. He had stayed away too long. He should have come back as soon as he had learned that Mark Ramsay was missing. That he had left Scotland, intimating that he might not return. His exile from the Order and ex-communication had been physical in nature only. He had never left them in spirit, nor had he failed to keep up with them through the various contacts he maintained within the Order. The former Grand Master had been Grand Master too long to have been unprepared for unexpected turns of events, but Simon’s plight disturbed him greatly.
 
   “We have a guest I believe we should hear from.” Merry stood and nodded to d’Brouchart. “Sir, would you care to address the Council?”
 
   “I would.” The big red-haired man nodded and stood up. He tugged on his coattail and looked around at them, pausing to study the face of each Knight just as they remembered he had always done before beginning his speeches. “Friends, I have had some very disturbing dreams... visions, perhaps. I never claimed to be perfect, nor am I a prophet, but I have had much time to ponder these dreams and visions, pray over them and study the histories of the Order as well as many other histories. I will relate a story to you now that you may find interesting...”
 
   His eyes fell on Lucio Dambretti. He was puzzled by the Golden Eagle’s appearance. A curly, black beard covered his face and his hair hung in dark ringlets on his forehead. The scar which had extended from just under the outer corner of his eye to his jaw line was conspicuously gone. Lucio averted his eyes quickly from the man’s gaze. 
 
   “Long ago, before the Order existed, before even Rome existed, a man came to my door. But he was more than a man and I soon relegated him to the celestial order of God’s angels. He brought gifts to me and told me that someday I would need them to re-establish the nation of Israel that, as the prophets had foretold, would soon be ripped asunder and scattered to the four corners of the earth. He stayed with me for a short period and bestowed marvelous secrets upon my mind and then he left with the promise that he would see me again... one day.”
 
   “Many years passed and the nations were split and lost and driven out of the lands given to them by the Creator of the Universe and I wandered the world, going about as a man insane, knowing full well that my own sins had brought about my downfall as well as the downfall of God’s chosen people.’
 
   “Many, many years passed and I learned more and more, but I never saw the man or the angel again. I began to pray to God for guidance and I made a covenant with Him that, if He would restore Israel, that I would devote my life to His work. That is when I began to form the Council of Twelve within the Order of the Temple. I surrounded myself with the stoutest and bravest hearts and noblest minds the Christian world had to offer in service of God. You sit at this table as a result of the covenant I made with God and by His Grace, we live and breathe to carry out His work, striving ever with the goal of returning the world to His favor, preparing the way for the return of His Son and His Sovereign Kingdom on earth. Now I have watched from afar as Mark Ramsay attempted to undo what he felt he had done through his own folly. But Mark Ramsay did not cause these things to happen... he is the reason that they happened. Mark Ramsay was that man, that angel that came to me all those years ago. And when I finally recognized him for what he is, I was afraid of him. And by being afraid of him, I precipitated exactly what I feared from him. I gave him the Order. I initiated my own fall into disgrace.” D’Brouchart paused and looked at each of them again. 
 
   “God’s will shall be done. Mark Andrew Ramsay was meant to do exactly as he did. His actions were guided by Divine Providence. Never once did he suspect that the things he found most disgusting, most lacking in himself were actually not done of his own accord, but by the Hand of God. And I, in my foolish ignorance, refused to acknowledge what I knew to be true... what I knew must be. My kingdom would be torn from me but not while I was King. My precious Council, my Order, would be stripped from me for my disobedience to the will of God. And, likewise, my arrogance and my pride refused to allow me to support Mark Ramsay, but rather caused me to work against him, but in working against him, I fulfilled my own destiny and he became Grand Master. Now he has lived another thousand years, suffered another thousand years of life in this devilish world for the Order. To the service of God. Trying to do what he felt was best for the Order and best served God’s will. Yet, he has returned to us and lies in his bed, suffering yet again another atrocity at the hands of his so-called Brothers.”
 
   A murmur circulated the table like a breath of air.
 
   “I doff my cap to Sir Ramsay and his valiant efforts to restore the Order. But I bow my head in respect for his devotion to God. But Sir Ramsay, as wise as he has become, as strong as he has become, is still yet merely a man with all the misgivings and self-doubts as any at this table. What he has not accomplished was what he only thought was his purpose. What he has accomplished is the will of God, the furthering of the fulfillment of prophecy. None can know the mind of God. None can discern His ways. This thing has brought me home to you not as your Grand Master, but as your friend. I offer my services as friend of the Order of the Red Cross of Gold and will do everything in my power to assist and aid you in your purposes. I offer all that I am and all that I have. Grant this old man the privilege of living among you, being a part of the Order as your most humble servant, with your permission.”
 
   No one moved or said anything. Hardly an eye blinked in the ensuing silence.
 
   “I would ask one thing of you.” He looked about once more. “I would ask that you allow me to take care of my son, Simon of Grenoble, should he not recover. I will see to his needs and keep him by my side.”
 
   Merry choked at his words and stood up.
 
   “Sir,” she said. “I am deeply grateful that you have graced us with your presence in our time of need. I am quite sure that Sir Ramsay has no hard feelings toward you and I know... I have heard him say that he has forgiven you, though it took some time. I know that he would appreciate your help in whatever way you may be able to offer. As far as Simon, I am sure that he is just disoriented and confused. He will no doubt recover in a few days. We would never turn Simon d’Ornan from his place at this Council Table. Never.”
 
   D’Brouchart nodded to her and smiled slightly.
 
   “Aye,” Sir Barry nodded as well. “I believe that Sister Meredith speaks for us all in these matters. And I am sure that once a vote is taken and the matter passed before the Grand Master, you will be welcomed home with open arms.”
 
   “Hear, hear,” Louis Champlain agreed and stood up. “I am most concerned, Brothers, about the passages to the underworld. As you know, my wife is still among the missing and I would request to be allowed to mount a search party for the missing members of our family as soon as possible.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Lucio spoke up. “I have been down there most recently. I believe that only one should go. We can risk no more than one and since I have been... or I may have been replaced as Golden Eagle, I should go. My son, my daughter as well as my Brother and my Brother’s apprentices are at stake here. According to our friend, the Mighty Djinn, some very strange things have been occurring in the underworld. It would not do to go haphazardly into this unknown situation and I believe that I may be better prepared to face anything I may find down there. Since nothing has come forth from the caverns, I must assume the worst possible scenario. I saw my own son there and he was an old man. And I saw Pietro Barrati. He, too, was an old man. I can only hope that time has not gone forward so fast as to have claimed all of them from us.”
 
   Montague nodded his approval and then stood up as d’Brouchart resumed his seat.
 
   “I believe that Sir Dambretti has a valid point. De Bleu has found some anomalous discrepancies in some of the records which would indicate that all did not return exactly to the same point wherein we left off. That I am here is a good indicator that many things have been restored by the return of Mark Ramsay to us. It is unfortunate that Sir d’Ornan has suffered some sort of trauma from his experiences in the Abyss. As Sister Meredith has said, we will not give up hope in his case and we will continue to work with him until the ends of the earth as he would do for any one of us. There is the question of this creature or whatever it is that Sir d’Brouchart speaks of... we must ascertain, if we can, the nature of this beast and where it might be and how it might be defeated. I would request a private meeting with Sir d’Brouchart after this Council is adjourned to discuss this topic so that we might have some insight as to the origins of the new menace. Sir Dambretti should leave as soon as he is rested.”
 
   “Sir.” Louis held up his hand in frustration.
 
   “No. I will hear none of it, Brother.” Montague shook his head. “I will risk nothing more. If and when Sir Ramsay is able to resume his duties as Grand Master, you may petition him regarding my decision, but for now I will allow no others passage into the underworld.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Simon paced the library. It was the same library, the same room, but things were not right. There were many things here that puzzled him. They looked familiar, but different. He stopped in front of the fireplace and reached to pat one of the wolfhounds.
 
   “Which are you, Luke or Matthew?” He asked and the dog shook its big head and grumbled pleasantly before yawning. Simon rose up slowly and his eyes settled on the life-sized portrait of Mark Andrew Ramsay in a white suit. He was positioned on the right of and slightly behind the woman who sat in the Council chamber calling herself a Knight of the Council. This resembled a wedding portrait. Was she also married to Mark Ramsay? Was she the official Templar wife? He shook his head hard and looked at the portrait more closely. She smiled down at him from bright blue eyes. And Sir Ramsay looked as if he would say “Ho, Brother. Whattar ye lookin’ at?”
 
   “Ho, Brother. Whattar ye lookin’ at?” A voice made him spin about. He put his hand on the hilt of the silver sword over the twisted images of the twin serpents. A tall man with long dark hair stood in the open door of the library. “‘ow did ye get ‘ere before me? I thot we agreed thot ye wud stay with th’ wooman?”
 
   “Sir Ramsay?” Simon took a step forward and squinted at the man. He was a bit too tall and more heavily built than Mark Ramsay should have been and his voice was deeper than he remembered.
 
   “O’ carse, it’s me.” The man came into the room and looked about. “Wot sort o’ devilment is this, Brother? They’ve changed up me ‘ome. I ‘ardly recognoized th’ place.”
 
   “So you’ve only just come?” Simon moved his hand from the hilt of sword. This fellow did not look too happy. Provoking a fight with him just now seemed unwise.
 
   “And whair did oll these buildings come from?” the man frowned at him. “Ye’re full o’ surproises, Brother. Is th’ wooman safe? Ye didna leave ‘er alone, did ye?” Luke had only just arrived from the passages in the meadow, where he’d left Corrigan, Simon, Merry and Christopher Stewart to wait for his return. His shock and surprise at seeing the changes that had been made to his simple old home had been profound and he’d lingered in the meadow, sitting in the grass for a long time before venturing on to the house. He couldn’t understand how Simon had gotten past him to the house without being seen.
 
   “Oh, no, she’s not alone,” Simon shook his head. “I was just waiting here for a message.”
 
   “A message? From whom?” Sir Ramsay crossed the room and pulled back the draperies to look out across the compound. “Me brother said thot toime moight pass more slowly in th’ underwarld. I didna expect it t’ be so true.”
 
   “Oui. Time passes much more slowly there than here,” Simon agreed with Ramsay’s strange comment about Hell and came to look out the window as well. “They’ve built many things here, Brother. The Grand Master said he was expecting a message from Italy.”
 
   “Oh. So th’ old mon is ‘ere? Thot moight explain some o’ th’ changes. ‘e’s taken me ‘ome from me, twould seem. Twould also seem thot me brother is ‘ere as well.” He jerked his head toward the hounds on the hearth. “‘e brot th’ ‘ounds. P’raps ‘e ‘as straightened evra thing out oll ready fur us. So ye left th’ wooman with th’ Golden Eagle?”
 
   “Oui, he was there,” Simon nodded. His confusion was growing. He had indeed left the woman with the Golden Eagle and the others at the Council meeting. But who was this man that looked like Mark Ramsay, sounded like Mark Ramsay, seemed to be as confused as he was and yet, was not Mark Ramsay? What was happening?
 
   Sir Ramsay crossed the room and stopped in front of the hearth. He looked up at the portrait over the fireplace. 
 
   “P’raps we shud wait until we know more o’ wot is takin’ place before we make ourselves known. It seems thot th’ wooman is more familiar with th’ Order than I knew. Surely th’ Master ‘as seen this.” He gestured nonchalantly at the painting he’d never seen before.
 
   “Oui, but he is out there in one of the other buildings. Perhaps he has not been in here. There are strange things afoot here, sir. This woman is a mystery if I ever saw one. I wonder who she is,” Simon asked as he joined him in front of the fireplace. She looked very familiar as if he should know her, but he did not even know her name. “What is her name?”
 
   “Meredith Sinclair,” Luke shrugged. “She’s from America, ye know.”
 
   “America?” Simon frowned. “What is she doing here?  And speaking in the Council?”
 
   “What are you talking about, Brother? What Council?” Luke Matthew asked him. “Did they convene a Council without me?”
 
   “Nothing… never mind,” Simon turned a wary eye on the man and thought he must be dreaming. “Tell me about the woman.” He returned his attention to the enigmatic portrait.
 
   “We brot ‘er back. There was a wee problem. A mon was killed. But surely ye knew o’ th’ master’s apprentice?” Sir Ramsay turned on the Healer. 
 
   “I did not know him well. Did… did… Brother Ramsay find him?” Simon shook his head and watched as the taller man headed for the door. 
 
   “We did. But he was killed. We’d best not tarry ‘ere. We’d best get back to the cavern. ‘e’ll send fur us or come fur us when it’s safe. ‘e told me t’ wait.”
 
   “What about the message?” Simon asked as he glanced about in confusion.
 
   “You say th’ Master told ye t’ wait ‘ere?” Sir Ramsay narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Oui. There was a Council, but there were strangers there and apprentices passing themselves off as Knights. Unheard of. The Master acknowledges them as Brothers and the woman. I have never known of such a Council.”
 
   “And they said nothin’ t’ ye? A woman? Anoother woman?”
 
   “She was here in the house and then at the Council. There was a fire in the parlor.”
 
   “Wot?!” Ramsay hurried from the library and went to open the doors to the parlor. It was wrecked. There were burned spots on the wool rug and the furniture was shoved back against the wall. The smell of burned wood permeated the air and there were several blackened pieces of metal in the floor. His brother would be livid.
 
   “Let us leave this place,” Luke Matthew said as a growing sense of panic overtook him. He grabbed the smaller man’s arm and dragged him toward the door. “We will wait until they ‘ave settled this thing. I wud say thot th’ Knight o’ th’ Sword ‘ad somethin’ t’ do with this. Did ye see th’ Ritter?”
 
   “No. He was not there. The Master sent me here to wait for the message,” Simon reiterated. “I have to wait for the messenger to call. Perhaps it is the Ritter.”
 
   “Ye’d best furget th’ messenger, Brother.” Sir Ramsay said urgently. “Ye’ve been sent on a woild goose chase. We canna trust them yet. They’re still out fur blood. Did you see me brother pr’aps?”
 
   Simon shook his head first no and then yes as he allowed the taller man to pull him along, through the foyer and out the front door. They walked quickly down the walk away from the house while the security camera quietly hummed, recording their exit.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry hurried back to the house and up the stairs to Mark Andrew’s room. She had suggested that they place him in his old bedroom so that he would be comfortable while he was healing. She entered the room quietly and shut the door. Stephano was sitting in a chair with his feet propped on a footstool, watching an old movie on a laptop notebook. He got up slowly and came to speak with her.
 
   “He has not moved,” he told her in a low voice. “He mumbles from time to time, but says nothing I can understand. If Sir d’Ornan could minister to him, it would be better for him. I believe he is in a lot of pain.”
 
   Merry went to stand beside the bed and looked down at the Knight of Death. His arms and hands were wrapped in loose white bandages to cover the first and second degree burns he had suffered in the fire. His hair was still a mess. She checked the bandages on his feet and legs. He had also suffered burns on his ankles and his back. There was a double sided wound on his stomach and back that was partially healed. He had multiple bruises on his face and several cuts and scrapes, but she could find nothing that would not heal in time. 
 
   “Go and see Planxty. Send some wine and some of the honey elixir from the lab,” she told him. “And some water. I’ll stay with him. You need to get some sleep, Stephano.”
 
   “I’ll be back in a little while to give you a break after I catch a few winks.” The former apprentice told her and then yawned. It had been a very long night and a long morning.
 
   Merry took a brush from the bathroom and then climbed into the bed beside him. She began to brush his beleaguered hair. Handfuls came out in the brush from the terrible treatment it had received. Everywhere except from the white hair in the braid of course.
 
   He turned his head on the pillow but did not wake up. She wondered what news Lucio would bring back from the underworld. If everything the Djinni had told her was true and everything Lucio had said was also true then it was highly unlikely that all the missing children of the Templars would return from the Abyss unscathed. She tried to prepare herself mentally for the worst possible news. She scooted down in the bed and cradled Mark’s left arm carefully on her stomach. She was exhausted.
 
   A noise from the bathroom startled her awake a short time later. She laid his arm down carefully and sat up on the side of the bed groggily. The noise came again and she slid from the bed slowly and crossed the room on tiptoe. She pushed open the door with one finger and was not surprised to see the purple figure of the Djinni leaning over the tub fussing over something.
 
   “Ahem,” she cleared her throat.
 
   Lemarik spun around, clutching a big sponge in one hand and a bar of soap in the other.
 
   “Ahhh. Ahhh. Meredith Sinclair,” he said and a stream of bubbles erupted from his lips.
 
   “Lemarik.” She shook her head. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I adore this soap.” He smiled at her and then covered his mouth. “The bubbles are abundant and delicious, like luscious peaches.”
 
   “What are you doing here? How is everyone?” She frowned as she thought of what the answer might be and wasn’t quite sure that she wanted an answer.
 
   The Djinni crossed the room and dropped the soap and sponge on the floor before taking her hands. 
 
   “Ohhh. Not good,” he shook his head sadly. “There is much to tell. Much to tell. I came to speak with Adar, but I saw that he was injured and in need of his rest.” His sing-song voice was as melodious as ever. “I am beside myself with grief.” He looked into her eyes and then hugged her tightly, surprising her immensely. “I shall lose my beautiful wife and you have lost your sons. Terrible. Terrible. The Golden Eagle will be very angry to learn that his beautiful son has died. And Adar will never forgive me for allowing the prophet to die. But the others are safe and well.”
 
   Merry felt the floor drop away from her feet.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “What sort of place do you think this is, Brother?” Carlisle Corrigan asked the Healer as they sat on the steps of the little cottage, looking out across the meadow.
 
   “I have heard of such places,” Simon d’Ornan looked about. He had been watching the birds in the great mulberry tree as they fought over the ripe berries there. “But I had always thought them just the imaginations of old women and young children.”
 
   “Where do you suppose Brother Luke got off to?” Corrigan played with the hilt of Sir Ramsay’s ancient broadsword. “He said he would not be gone long. Do you trust him to come back?”
 
   “I have always trusted his word, Brother.” Simon glanced over his shoulder at the door of the house. “He has never failed to carry out what he promises to do. I am sure that he went back to get his brother. I don’t believe that he will allow them to do anything to Mark Ramsay, no matter what the Master might say. One has only but to look about to see that the charges against Mark Ramsay are at least partially true.”
 
   Christopher Stewart came from the interior of the cottage and leaned over the railing. 
 
   “There are many strange things in there,” the apprentice commented carefully. “There is evidence that someone has lived here very recently. I wonder where they might have gone?”
 
   “That question has bothered me as well.” Corrigan frowned. The place was serene and beautiful, but they had seen no one since arriving here. “How is the woman?”
 
   “She is sleeping,” Christopher told him. “She has suffered quite a few shocks it would seem and she said she was not feeling well.”
 
   Simon stood and shaded his eyes against the bright sunlight with one hand. 
 
   “Is that a rider?” He squinted across the meadow and they followed his gaze.
 
   A lone rider on a black horse rode toward them across the flower-covered meadow.
 
   “Aye.” Corrigan stood as well. “Get inside and stay out of sight. Let me see what it is about.”
 
   Simon and Stewart disappeared inside the dim coolness of the living quarters and stood on either side of the windows watching as the rider approached the fence at a gallop. He dismounted at the gate and tied the horse’s reins to the fence.
 
   “Hello!” He called to Carlisle. He was tall and slender with short dark hair and blue eyes.
 
   “Hello.” Carlisle answered, but stayed on the porch. “Who goes there?”
 
   “A friend.” The man answered and put one hand on the gate. “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Long enough to know that I am a stranger to you and to know that only fools befriend strangers on first sight,” Carlisle responded and remained where he stood.
 
   “You are indeed a stranger to me.” The man eased the gate open slowly. He held out his arms and turned around. “I am unarmed, friend. Perhaps you know my father?”
 
   “Your father?” Corrigan frowned at him. “And who would be your father?”
 
   “Mark Ramsay of Scotland,” the young man smiled slightly and Corrigan could see the strong resemblance to the Scot in his face.
 
   “Sir Ramsay is your father?” Corrigan frowned deeply. “Mark Ramsay has no sons.”
 
   “He has had four sons. Two remain. I am the youngest.” He stepped inside the fence.
 
   “And what is your name?” Carlisle asked him and raised the sword slightly.
 
   “I would tell mine if you would tell yours. You are in my father’s kingdom and as you have said you are the stranger here. It would be more correct if you identified yourself first and then we can play twenty questions if you like.”
 
   “I am Carlisle Corrigan.”
 
   “No,” Simon whispered and shook his head as he listened to this exchange. “Don’t tell your name,” but it was already done. He had a very bad feeling about this place and this young man. He reached for his dagger on his belt and then suppressed a gasp of surprise as he felt the sticky, slick blood that coated the inside of his hand. He looked down and saw that his hands were bleeding front and back. Blood oozed slowly from his skin. He wiped it away on his sleeve but it reappeared with no apparent cause and no pain.
 
   “Carlisle Corrigan. You know my father then.” The man approached the porch slowly. “I am Luke Andrew Ramsay.”
 
   “Luke Andrew,” Carlisle repeated the name. That was an appropriate name for one who claimed to be the Knight of Death’s son. “I know the man you claim to be your father, but he is no king.”
 
   “I have heard that said before,” Luke smiled at him. “But I assure that he is king here. Where is my father? Have you seen him?”
 
   “You will get no answers from me, lad.” Carlisle glanced back at the window. “You will have to do better than that.”
 
   “I came to see who it is that has come to my father’s land. He has not been here for quite some time. You are not here alone. I came to offer my assistance if you truly are a friend of his.”
 
   “If you are his son, tell me what marks he bears on him.”
 
   “Ahh. You mean the dragon and the King of Terrors,” Luke answered. “On his stomach he has the claws of the dragon he fought and defeated in the Abyss. And on his back is the image of the King of Terrors. Death. And below that his title ‘du Morte’. In his hair he wears the emblems of my mother’s love on a lock of white hair that can neither be cut nor pulled from his head.”
 
   “You have described him well,” Carlisle admitted. “But that does not mean anything. Who else lives in this land?”
 
   “Many come and go here. Some stay a while and others stay longer. How long do you plan to stay and who is with you?” 
 
   “We will stay until we leave,” Carlisle answered him vaguely. “Come no closer. When your uncle returns we will see.”
 
   “My uncle?” Luke’s eyes narrowed. “Which uncle would that be, sir?”
 
   “Surely you know your father’s brother.” Carlisle raised his chin slightly.
 
   “My father’s brother. Luke Matthew. I bear his name. But my father has many brothers. Louis Champlain. Simon d’Ornan. Barry of Sussex. To name a few of the venerable Brothers of the Order of the Red Cross of Gold.”
 
   “Stand pat.” Carlisle raised his sword when the young man took one more step. “Get on your horse and ride out now. We will see if your father is who you say he is before we have more truck with you.”
 
   “As you like.” The young man bowed his head slowly and backed out of the gate. He climbed onto the black stallion and reined him about. “I will watch for the return of my father and then I will see you again… friend.”
 
   Carlisle nodded to him and watched him ride away. As soon as he was out of sight, Christopher Stewart rushed from the house.
 
   “Master. Come quick.”
 
   Simon was sitting on the floor of cottage. Blood dripped from his hands to the floor. He looked very pale and ill.
 
   “Simon. My God. What happened to him?” Corrigan asked and knelt beside the priest.
 
   “My boots,” Simon told him. “Take my boots off me.”
 
   Christopher tugged on the Healer’s boots and they came free as more blood spilled on the rough wooden boards. He pulled the soaked white socks from his feet and examined his ankles.
 
   “Stigmata!” Simon looked up at them with wide eyes.
 
   Corrigan crossed himself and Christopher went for some water from the bucket on the table. He came back and began to wash the blood away with his hands. The bleeding had stopped.
 
   They looked at each other in horror.
 
   “I do not like this place.” Simon shook his head slowly. 
 
   “He said that Mark Ramsay was king here and that he was the younger of four sons of the king. That he is one of two remaining sons. This makes no sense, Brother,” Corrigan sighed and sat on the floor next to him.
 
   “Do you know anything of this, boy?” Simon turned his gaze on Christopher.
 
   “No, Sir. Nothing. Sir Ramsay has never mentioned any of this to me.”
 
   “And you have never been here before?” Corrigan eyed him suspiciously.
 
   “No, Sir. I was strictly forbidden from entering the crypts and tunnels beneath the castle. I had no idea. Perhaps the woman would know something?” They turned their eyes toward the door leading to the small bedroom where Meredith Sinclair lay sleeping in the only bed.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Planxty Grine drew up short at the sight of the purple wizard sitting beside Mark Ramsay’s bed.
 
   “Ahhh. Planxty,” the wizard greeted him and rose from the chair like a purple vapor. “You have something for your lady?”
 
   “I brought what she requested.” Planxty looked down at the tray he carried in front of him.
 
   “Good. Very good. She is sleeping.” The Djinni smiled at him. “I have come to speak with Adar about his children. I am waiting for them to wake up. You may leave it.... there.” He pointed to a table by the window.
 
   “Will that be all, sir?” Planxty tried to remain calm. He glanced at the supine figure of Merry lying next to Sir Ramsay on the bed.
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes.” Lemarik waved one hand.
 
   Planxty backed out the door and closed it behind him. He rushed down the hall to Sir Dambretti’s room.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   “He is not here, Sir,” de Bleu reported back to Sir Montague. “We have found no trace of him in the house. He is not in his room nor any other room.”
 
   Montague turned to Edgard d’Brouchart and the man looked down at the face of his grandson. “I’m sorry, Andrew,” he told the boy. “We will find him. I promise.”
 
   “But where would he have gone?” De Bleu looked at Jonathan and then at de Lyons.
 
   “We will search the grounds,” de Lyons said. “Stay here, Sir,” he told d’Brouchart. “Keep the boy with you. Jonathan.” He turned to the old cook. “Make a room ready for Sir d’Brouchart. De Bleu, come with me. We’ll form a search party of the students and alert Sir Barry.”
 
   They left Montague alone with the former Grand Master.
 
   “Sir.” Montague went to pour himself a stiff shot of brandy. “I am sorry about what has happened to your son, but many such things have transpired in your absence. I would not mind telling you that I am bloody weary, but I cannot tell you more until the Grand Master is well.”
 
   “I did not come here to pry, Sir William.” D’Brouchart went to look out the window overlooking the compound. “I see you have built a swimming pool here.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” William nodded. “We have almost everything here that we had in Italy and, if I must sin to say so, I believe that the only thing lacking here is the sunny weather of that southern clime. We have more cold weather, but the pool is heated. Perhaps you would like to take Andy down for a swim. As I recall you used to enjoy the pool quite often. Andy is an excellent swimmer, I understand.”
 
   D’Brouchart smiled at him and then frowned at the sight of his grandson’s hands. The boy was staring at his hands in disbelief. Blood trailed across the back of both hands and flowed slowly from his palms as well.
 
   D’Brouchart went to take his hands. There were no wounds or abrasions and the blood had already stopped flowing. 
 
   “Poppi is bleeding again,” Andy said in a low whisper. “He has gone to the underworld.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucio tapped lightly on Ramsay’s bedroom door and then let himself inside. The Djinni turned and smiled at him. He held up a crystal glass and looked at the red liquid sparkling in the light from the window.
 
   “Ahhh. The proper Golden Eagle,” Lemarik nodded to him. “And such a fine beard. Will you keep it long?”
 
   Lucio automatically put one hand to his face. He felt as if he had grit in his eyes.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he whispered and glanced at the two sleeping forms on the bed suspiciously. It was disconcerting to see Merry and Mark Andrew sleeping on the bed with the Djinni browsing about in the room.
 
   “I came to speak with Adar concerning his children.” Lemarik turned up the glass and tasted the wine. “Mmmm. This is very fine. Would you care for some wine?”
 
   “No,” the Golden Eagle said off-handedly.
 
   Lucio approached the bed and looked closely at Mark Andrew’s face. He appeared to be in the healing trance. Merry’s breathing was regular and slow.
 
   “She is sleeping. I am afraid the news that I had to bear to her was quite overwhelming,” Lemarik told him and swayed across the room to the bed. 
 
   “If it is anything like what you have been bringing, then I am not surprised.” Lucio picked up Merry’s hand and checked the pulse in her wrist. It seemed regular and strong. “What news was it that you brought?”
 
   “I am afraid that your son is dead, Lucius. He died of what is generally known as heart failure after he fell from the walls of your daughter’s palace,” Lemarik told him. “I am very displeased to bring this news. It would sadden me greatly to lose a son.”
 
   Lucio nodded. The news made his heart sink, but it was not unexpected. It seemed that his son had led a very short and very unproductive life. No wonder Merry was out cold.
 
   “I am sorry, Lucius,” Lemarik offered his sympathy. “But there may be other sons. Ruth should be quite fertile.”
 
   “Lemarik.” Lucio looked at him in consternation. “Where is Ruth?”
 
   “She is still at Konrad’s palace. They are trying to determine what their next course of action should be now that the passages are open again. Your daughter is very distraught at having lost her brothers. But they are not lost. They are simply yet to come. I tried to tell her this, but... as I said, she is distraught. She will recover and you are now a grandfather as I am. Two grandsons. William and Apolonio. Ruth is quite taken with Apolonio because he has a fine beard as you do.”
 
   “What of John Paul?” Lucio’s face darkened and he did not want to hear the answer to this question. Merry had told him what the Djinni had told her about John Paul’s children by the daughter of Nicole Ramsay and Omar Kadif. 
 
   “He, too, has passed beyond our reckoning. Much in the same manner as your son. The human heart is fragile, Lucius.”
 
   “But you say that Lucia will have more children?” The Knight of the Golden Eagle frowned in confusion. “Shouldn’t she be as old as her brother Marco?”
 
   “No. No. No. No. No. Lucia is immortal just as you are, Lucius. She and her husband remain forever young. It was a dreadful time as she watched her brothers grow old. But she must accept that death is nothing we can stop or remedy. I, too, found myself most aggravated at the death of John Paul. Adar will be very angry with me, but he will be happy to know that John Paul will live again as soon as the cycle is complete.”
 
   “What cycle?” Lucio glanced about the room as if he expected some terrible specter to leap on him out of the woodwork.
 
   “Meredith will bear the prophet again.” Lemarik held out both hands as if this revelation was the most common bit of information in the world.
 
   Lucio caught hold of the bed post as a wave of dizziness washed over him.
 
   “That is not possible,” he said after a moment. “Merry can have no more children.”
 
   “No. No. No. No. No.” Lemarik shook his head and his beard waggled. “Not this proper Meredith. The other Meredith. The younger Meredith who is now in the underworld with the other Golden Eagle.”
 
   “What? Santa Maria.” Lucio spun around. He rushed for the door.
 
   Lemarik followed after him, carrying the wine glass. Lucio rushed down the hall to his room and the Djinni slipped inside his room with him as he began to rip clothes from the hangers in his closet. Merry had kept his room for him just as he had left it. For her, he had been gone only a month or two. He, on the other hand, was surprised to find that his things were still there.
 
   “Where are you going, Lucius?” Lemarik asked him as he began to get dressed in his black cargo pants and black tee shirt. He yanked a safari jacket made of the same dark cloth from a hanger and began to stuff the pockets full of everything he thought he might need from various dresser drawers.
 
   “I have to go to the underworld. I have to bring Lucia back here and the others... Oriel? Lavon?” He looked up at the Djinni. “And what of John Paul’s children? He had three?”
 
   “Yes. My grandchildren. Very beautiful children. Aurora is, of course, your granddaughter as well because she is the daughter of William, your grandson and my daughter, Dunya. Aurora is a good mother. Her sons are Nicholas and Gregory and the new granddaughter... Meredith Michele. And oooh. Yes. Yes. The beautiful daughter of the Healer, Oriel, my wife. Mmmmm. We had no children. I had nothing to make them from.” Lemarik’s expression changed. “We were married but such a short time and her husband has returned from the Abyss. Alas, for poor Lemarik. And she will have another dilemma when you bring her back here. Her other husband is waiting for her. What will she do? The prophet’s son loves her very much. He will not want to let her go. But she has always loved Louie. She has never forgotten him.”
 
   “Santa Maria,” Lucio muttered as he collapsed on the bed and crossed himself twice. How would he ever be able to straighten these things out? He would have to have help. Mark Andrew had better get up soon. “And the beast from the Abyss? Have you seen it? The one that Merry spoke of?”
 
   “Ohhhh. Noooo. I would not look upon it.” Lemarik’s eyes widened. “He would destroy me even though he is my uncle.”
 
   “Che cosa? Your uncle?” Lucio slapped one hand against his forehead.
 
   “Oh, yes, of course.” Lemarik swayed about the room in nervous agitation, picking up first one thing and then another and then putting them back down. “He is the Queen of the Abyss’ brother and she is my mother’s sister and my father’s sister and he is my father’s brother.”
 
   “Your mother and father are brother and sister?” Lucio squeezed his eyes shut.
 
   “Of course,” Lemarik nodded his head. “Semiramis and Adar are brother and sister. You knew this.”
 
   “So where is this Lord of the Abyss now?” Lucio got up and removed his sword from a wooden chest.
 
   “He is in the Abyss of course.” Lemarik told him. “Let us hope that he stays there.” He held out his hands as if puzzled by the question.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six of Nineteen
 
   For wisdom is better than rubies; and all the things that may be desired are not to be compared to it.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Here, drink this.” Mark Andrew held a glass to Merry’s lips. She had been astounded to find herself in his bed and him, in spite of all his wounds and injuries, taking care of her. She opened her mouth to take a sip of the wine and then let her head fall back on the pillow. “You have been sleeping for a long time, Meredith,” he said as he sat down very carefully in a chair near the bed. He winced as he leaned his burned back against the chair.
 
   “How long?” She pushed up in the bed and propped herself against the headboard.
 
   “I don’t know.” He shook his head and peeked under the bandages on his left arm at the blisters that had formed, broken and were now healing.
 
   The wine reached her stomach and a warm fire spread up and out to her arms and then to her cheeks.
 
   “You didn’t give me that stuff, did you?” She frowned at the glass he held in his hand. The brim glistened with the honey colored liquid he had added to the wine. 
 
   “I thought you might need some,” he said and took a sip of the wine himself. “Just a bit. Not enough to knock you out. Just enough to take the edge off.”
 
   “What happened to you? Why were they burning you?” Merry asked him as the memories of what had occurred flooded over her. She pushed away the thoughts of what the Djinni had told her. She would deal with that on a different level in her own way. She had Mark back and that was what would keep her grounded for the moment. He was back, sitting next to the bed, smiling at her if a bit crookedly without any real mirth in his eyes. She could see a great pain there that was not associated with his current physical traumas.
 
   “They think I am in league with the devil.”
 
   “Have you seen the Djinni, your... son?” she asked him cautiously.
 
   “Yes,” he nodded. “His words were grievous to me, Meredith. I never meant anything like this to happen. I’m sorry... I should have...”
 
   Merry held up one hand to cut him off as her eyes clouded with tears. Mark’s smile returned briefly if ruefully and then he looked down at his hands. What a mess he had made this time.
 
   “He says that Lavon and Lucia are well and that you have more grandchildren and great-grandchildren,” he said after a moment or two of awkward silence. “He says that I ... and you... have more grandchildren now. I am truly sorry, Meredith Nichole. Things are certainly a mess now. We will have a hard time sorting it all out.”
 
   “Does Lucio know about Marco?” She asked him.
 
   “Yes. He is gone down to try to bring the others back. There may be a problem with Lavon and Oriel and Louis,” he sighed. “She will have to make the decision. It is not for me to say.”
 
   “And the Grand Master... I mean Sir d’Brouchart. Did you see him?”
 
   “No. I’ve been here with you. They tell me that he is down at the pool with his grandsons. That Simon is missing, possibly gone to the underworld. I should have gone with Lucio.”
 
   “You are not well!” She said desperately and swung her feet to the floor. The room spun slightly. “I won’t have you go off so soon again. I won’t have it.” She raised her voice and he got up to take hold of her arm. The use of his hand hurt him and he winced. “I’m sorry,” she began to cry. “I should have found you sooner. I was a fool! I... I... I...”
 
   “It is no matter. You found me and I can’t say that I deserved to be saved, Meredith. Just sit still. You’ve had quite enough sorrow for one day.”
 
   “Mark Andrew.” Her eyes widened. “They think that Simon is insane. He was in the Abyss with the... the... Has he gone back there?”
 
   “Lucio will find him and, if not, I will go as soon as I am able,” he assured her. “I need to check on some things, Meredith,” he said. “I have to go down to the lab.”
 
   “No, please.” She reached for him and then drew back her arm. There was hardly a place she could touch him that did not have an injury or a bandage. 
 
   “I’ll be back. There is something... some things I need to talk to you about.” He limped toward the door on his bare feet. He wore no shoes and had taken the bandages off his feet. She could see that his ankles and feet were still quite red and even raw in some places. Merry could not believe he was up and walking about so soon. 
 
   “I’m going to my room,”  she sighed and got out of the bed, holding onto the bedpost for support. “I need a bath.” She needed a long bath. A few years long and she could possibly sort everything out in her head by that time. “I’ll wait for you there. Tell me you won’t be long.”
 
   He nodded and opened the door. The hallway was deserted. Everyone was out searching for Simon, but there was no doubt that Simon d’Ornan had gone back to the underworld. If he was truly insane and driven so by what he had seen in the Abyss, he would most likely be drawn back there. Back to the Abyss. The Abyss had a way of taking over the senses and there were things that could get into the minds of the unprepared or the unwitting. It pained him terribly to think that he had wasted so much time and now he had lost the Healer again. But there was another possibility that nagged at him terribly. If his suspicions were correct, then he had a bigger problem than Simon’s absence. 
 
   He had never expected to be saved from the hands of Thomas Beaujold and to have been literally snatched from the fires of damnation had never entered his mind. Add to that, the dreaded inevitability of facing the Lord of the Abyss and his life had taken up right where it had left off, just as God’s will ordained. He crossed himself as he walked toward the stairs.
 
   Mark Andrew met no one in the halls, nor did he see anyone through the windows. The students at the Academy with the exception of two of Simon’s sons and another in the infirmary with a broken leg were with Barry and Louis, combing the woods for signs of the Healer. De Lyons had taken some of the staff and gone to scour the countryside along the highways and byways. Simon’s car was still parked in front of the house. Wherever he was, he was afoot. Montague and de Bleu were trying to sort out everything the Djinni and Lucio had told them before Lucio had taken his pack and gone down into the caverns in the meadow. De Bleu and Dambretti had come up and reported everything to him just prior to Merry waking up, but it was so hard to believe that he was back where he started. 
 
   He had been overjoyed to see Dambretti again even though it was Dambretti’s insistent slaps that had awakened him early from the healing coma. But Lucio had been very nervous and eager to get started on his mission. Lucio had only missed him a few months at best, but Mark Andrew had not seen him in nine hundred years. The Italian’s long hair and beard and the missing scar had been somewhat shocking even though he’d seen him with a beard, but the Golden Eagle had normally kept his curly hair cropped fairly short. That part of the past wherein they had fallen into the well in the catacombs together had been changed permanently and Mark Andrew had no idea what that meant. Lucio was still Lucio and he still remembered everything, but the scar he had received when they had fallen into the well in the catacombs below Jerusalem was missing. Mark Andrew wondered how it could be possible. It could only mean one thing. He made his way painfully down the stairs to the lab and was not surprised to find Paddy Puffingtowne waiting for him in the lab.
 
   “Ho, Andy.” The clurichaun greeted him as if he’d never been gone. Paddy sat on one of the stools with his elbows leaning against the worktable with one of his pipes, a bright yellow one with a dragon shaped bowl, clutched between his teeth. “Ye look awful.”
 
   “Thank ye koindly, friend,” Mark Andrew mumbled and went directly to the black cabinet along the wall unable to hug his friend in his current condition. The lock was gone. Nicole had broken it. He opened the cabinet and stared at the small leather pouch, closed tight with a black drawstring. There was no doubt in his mind now that he had a huge problem on his hands. He took out the bag and brought it back to the table.
 
   “Ye shud ‘ave consulted with yer friends before ye took out on yer adventure.” Paddy eyed him disdainfully. “Paddy knows many things, Andy, and Paddy knows thot ye canna change wot is meant t’ be. Ye gave it a gud go.”
 
   “I have made an even bigger mess of things, Paddy,” Mark Andrew admitted as he untied the knot on the bag and pulled the top open. He sniffed the contents briefly. Cinnamon spice and cedar. He shook his head.
 
   “The Knoight was ‘ere, Andy,” Paddy told him. “I didna let ‘im see me. And ‘e’s gone back t’ whair ye sent ‘im. Wot will ye do?”
 
   “I’ll have to go and get him,” Mark Andrew sighed and retied the knot on the bag. He took it back to the cabinet and then rummaged about until he found a better container to seal it in. He found another lock and locked the cabinet.
 
   “And wot aboot th’ others?” Paddy pulled another pipe from his pocket, a dark red pipe with a bowl carved like a rose and filled it with tobacco. “Ye look loike ye cud use a smoke.”
 
   “Aye.” Mark Andrew took the pipe and allowed the clurichaun to light it for him. He had missed the clurichaun terribly. “What do you think Merry will do to me?”
 
   “She’ll take it with a grain o’ salt, Andy. Just as she ollways ‘as. Th’ lassie braved th’ pits fur ye and she’d do it again. She loves ye. She canna hold ye at fault fur lovin’ ‘er back, even if it was in anoother toime and anoother place.”
 
   “She knows what I tried to do. Surely, she must know what would have been the outcome if I had succeeded. I would never have returned here.”
 
   “Aye. But ye failed and ye failed because o’ yur love fur ‘er. She’ll understand.” Paddy nodded. “O’ carse, ye moight ‘ave a wee problem makin’ ‘er see it.”
 
   “Aye.” Mark Andrew nodded and puffed on the pipe. “‘ow aboot a wee bit o’ thot tea ye used t’ make fer me?”
 
   Paddy spun around on the stool and turned up the fire under a large round flask atop one of the tripods. “I just ‘appened t’ ‘ave some in me pocket.” He set about making the tea and Mark Andrew leaned on the worktable and looked about the lab. It was just as he remembered. Except for a few minor things that Meredith’s bumbling apprentice had no doubt added. And in one corner was a small, gray metal desk with a computer terminal covered in plastic. Many, many memories were flooding his mind and the disorientation he had been feeling when he first awakened was fading. 
 
   “What’s that boy been up to down here?” Mark asked him and watched as he put a pinch of yellowish brown powder in two empty beakers. “What was his name?”
 
   “Oh, ye mean Planxty Grine. ‘e’s been recordin’ somethin’ ‘e colls ‘is memoirs.” Paddy laughed. “I think it’s more loike a faery tale than anythin’ else. ‘e’s writin’ down oll th’ faeries ‘e’s seen. Sort o’ loike a guide, as twere, t’ th’ faery kingdom, I guess ye’d say.”
 
   “Oh? And does ‘e see many faeries these days?” Mark smiled wanly.
 
   “A few. Not so many as before. P’raps they’ll retarn now thot ye’re ‘ome.” Paddy shoved one to the beakers to him. “Sam will nae doubt be comin’ round t’ speak with ye. ‘e ‘as a few bones t’ pick with ye consarnin’ ye’re kith and kin. ‘e’s ‘ad a bit o’ tribble with them in th’ underwarld. Twould seem thot ‘e’s ready t’ pull ‘is or yur feathers out.”
 
   “They’ll be coming home now,” Mark said solemnly. “Or least those who are left.”
 
   “They may be home sooner than you think, Sir.” A voice from the doorway startled them.
 
   Mark turned as quickly as he could in his restricted state of health. His neck and back were still quite stiff. Paddy turned about on the stool and sat facing the Ritter’s son. He was dressed in a dark brown tunic, a long, gray cloak with a hood and a pair of dark green trousers. Mark recognized the elvish attire. Soft as velour, tough as nails. His tall brown boots were laced up to his knees. He wore a wide brown belt with several fancifully decorated knives tucked in it and on his right hip, the black dragon-hilted sword that his father had carried for decades and decades. The ruby eyes glittered in the light of the oil lamp.
 
   “I told you I’d see you again, Master” Konrad eyed him darkly. “When you least expected it.”
 
   “Konnie, lad.” Paddy tilted his curly red mop to one side. “Will ye join us for a cup o’ tea?”
 
   “That would be quite nice, Paddy.” Konrad smiled, but the smile held no mirth. He had one hand on the hilt of his father’s sword. “I would like to discuss some things with Sir Ramsay.”
 
   Mark was pleased and down-hearted at the same time to see Konrad. He looked to be some ten years older than when he had last seen him, but it seemed he was still angry with him after all this time.
 
   “Aye.” Paddy turned about and reached for another beaker.
 
   “Drag up a chair, son,” Mark Andrew told him. “If ye’ve come t’ kill me, then now’s a gud toime. I didna bring me swoard and I wud welcome th’ change o’ pace.”
 
   “Oh, now Andy,” Paddy glanced at him as he pulled a small pouch from his coat pocket. “Let’s see wot th’ lad ‘as t’ say before we get ourselves killed.”
 
   “I’m no lad, Paddy.” Konrad went around the worktable and found a stool to sit facing them through the myriad flasks, beakers, graduated columns, tripods and containers littering the table. “I’ve been on a great adventure. Very great. And I don’t think ‘lad’ fits anymore. I believe that I am ready for full membership in this Order as a Knight of the Council of Twelve. You are missing a member or two, if I am not mistaken. You will need a new Knight of the Orient and you have never replaced the former Grand Master. I will take either position, though I would prefer the mysteries of the Temple of Solomon. I believe that I would make better use of the knowledge than perhaps some of my fellow Brothers of the Order.”
 
   “Ye ‘ave nae problem askin’ fur wot ye want, Konrad,” Mark Andrew smiled at him. “And wud ye loike a Mercedes with thot or a Lamborghini?”
 
   “We will speak of those matters at a later time, but I prefer BMW’s, if they are still in business.” Konrad did not flinch at the attempted condescension in the Master’s voice. “Right now, I would like to know what your intentions are regarding my children and the rest of the ‘family’ among whom you might find some of your own descendents. Do you intend to keep them in exile or do you intend to allow us to come home?”
 
   “I see that my intentions did not prevent your return, Konrad.” Mark picked up the tea and sipped it tentatively. The warmth spread through him immediately and he felt some of the tension fade from his body. Konrad also sipped his tea. “I did not exile you or any of the others to the underworld. You were put there by the Grace of God. I offer no apologies for what I did and I have no regrets for having tried to set things aright. But God’s will shall be done, Konrad. And there is little or nothing you can do to change it. You and your family and the others may return here as you like. Brother Lucio is at this moment on a mission to your underworld to ascertain your status. It is a wonder that you did not pass him on your way here.”
 
   “I did not come by the usual means, Master,” Konrad’s eyes narrowed. “I am also concerned with this thing your wife has called up from the pits of perdition. It is not happy about having been disturbed. Lavon de Bleu had a brief glimpse of its... eminent area and he was very impressed with it. He tells me that he was only saved by the intervention of Simon of Grenoble. If this thing is angry with us, Sir, then we should be very concerned about finding a way to put it back to sleep or destroying it before it destroys us.”
 
   Mark Andrew relaxed a bit and his Scottish brogue seeped back in to his speech.
 
   “Aye. Thot’s true enough. I suggest thot we bring everyone back ‘ere together and sort things out as quickly as possible. Fur now, you and I shud coll a truce consarnin’ any personal dif’rences you may ‘ave.”
 
   “That sounds reasonable, but I want no problems with Lucia’s father,” Konrad told him. “She is my wife and has been for ages.”
 
   “I doubt seriously thot ‘e will be consarned aboot thot roight now, son.” Mark Andrew turned up the tea again. “Did ye see anything else in yer passings in th’ underwarld? Anything out o’ th’ ordinary?”
 
   “I came straight here from my palace,” Konrad answered. “It is not safe to go about down there right now. The elves are rather hostile since Marco Dambretti died. I don’t believe that they realized that he could die. In fact, I don’t believe that he believed he would die.”
 
   “Did ye kill th’ son o’ th’ Golden Eagle, Konrad?” Mark Andrew narrowed his eyes sharply. “If thot is th’ case, ye moight ‘ave a bit o’ tribble with th’ Golden Eagle after oll.”
 
   “Let’s just say that he killed himself.” Konrad eyed him steadily.
 
   “And ye nevar mentioned me grandson, Jozsef.” Mark Andrew raised his eyebrows. “Wot ‘as gone with ‘im, I wonder?”
 
   “He lives with his wife at the palace of the Djinni now. We had just negotiated a truce and were about to build him his own home when things changed. He married one of Omar’s daughters. He is now your grandson on his father’s side, your grandson-in-law on his mother-in-law’s side and your great grandson-in-law on his father-in-law’s side. In other words, your grandson, the son of the Djinni, Omar is your son-in-law as he is married to your daughter, Nicole. That means he is married to his half-aunt. Cozy, isn’t it? Sounds almost illegal, doesn’t it? But I am sure that you have no problem with that, Sir, as the Djinni is your son and the Djinni’s mother is your sister? Have we not truly engendered a form not like its parents just as the prophecies foretold? And, to think. You engineered it all quite by accident.” Konrad’s eyes sparkled with a strange combination of amazement and anger. “We are like the Incest Family Robinson. It would take half the courts in Great Britain to figure it all out.”
 
   “Enough.” Mark Andrew slid from the chair and then winced as his blistered bare feet struck the stone floor. “Things are not always so cut and dried as some people might like to think they should be.”
 
   “Yes, Master.” Konrad smiled at him. “We should call a truce until the immediate dangers are passed and then we will sort it all out. Perhaps we can move to Egypt and become the new Royal Family?”
 
   Mark Andrew growled in his throat and took a step forward.
 
   “Andy.” Paddy reached to touch his arm lightly. “Let it be. Thair is much wark t’ be done. P’raps a visit with th’ venerable Edgard d’Brouchart wud be enloightnin’.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   “And who would you be, sir?” Christopher Stewart stood on the steps of the cottage, holding a dagger in each hand defensively.
 
   “My name is Lucio Dambretti. You don’t remember me, Christopher Stewart?” Lucio did not dismount, but sat in his saddle, eying the young apprentice suspiciously. Christopher Stewart. In the flesh?
 
   “I do not know you, sir.” The boy shook his head.
 
   “Who is that?” A woman’s voice asked from the open door.
 
   “Please stand back,” Christopher said over his shoulder. “I don’t know the man though he knows my name.”
 
   “Where are the others?” Merry stepped onto the porch in spite of Christopher’s warning causing him to roll his eyes as he looked out at the man with the curly beard seated on the red horse.
 
   “Please go back inside, miss.” Christopher Stewart glanced at her. “He could be dangerous.”
 
   “What you are doing is dangerous, boy,” Lucio slid from the horse. He could not believe what he was seeing. This was Meredith Sinclair, just as the Djinni had said, but surely Christopher Stewart was not the ‘other Golden Eagle’. “Allow me to speak to the woman.”
 
   “No,” Stewart almost shouted and grabbed her arm and pushed her toward the door. This one certainly carried himself like one of the Knights of the Temple of Solomon. He had the same mannerisms and his speech was very similar in style to Mark Ramsay’s though his accent was different. And the arrogance was very evident in his tanned face.
 
   “Wait just a minute!” Merry grabbed the door facing. “I would like to talk to someone who might know something about what is going on.” She turned back to look at Lucio as he stepped through the gate. “Do you know Mark Ramsay?”
 
   “I do,” Lucio told her. His frown turned to a half smile. Just how this had happened, he had no idea, but here was Meredith just as she had been when he’d first seen her descending her staircase in Texas sixty years or more gone by now. “I just came from his house. He sent me here.”
 
   “He did not!” Christopher shook his head. “He’s lying.” The young apprentice stepped nearer the steps as Lucio approached.
 
   “If he sent you here, then you must know Simon and Luke and Carlisle,” Merry called to him from behind Christopher.
 
   “I may know them. I may not. You are strangers here. It is not very wise to offend those who would offer aide, nor is your attitude very hospitable to those who would ask it,” Lucio warned, but continued to smile at Merry as he drew his silver sword from its scabbard. Christopher stepped down in the yard to meet him. He eyed the apprentice warily. “Don’t make me hurt you, boy.”
 
   “Stand back.” Christopher shouted at him. He was very nervous. If this was another Knight, he would hardly stand a chance against him with only two daggers.
 
   Merry ran down the steps and Christopher tried to grab her as she passed him. It was a mistake to take his eyes off the man with the sword. Lucio had him on the ground with the sword at his throat instantly.
 
   “Now, up, boy.” Lucio dragged him up and shoved him back toward the porch. “And don’t try anything special. You will respect your elders, if not your betters, il mio dulce.”
 
   “You are Italian,” Merry told him and he frowned at her. 
 
   It was hard for Lucio to imagine that she did not know him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” He asked her when they were inside and Christopher was seated very unhappily in the willow rocking chair. 
 
   “I came here with some...” She frowned. “I was brought here by...”
 
   Lucio raised both eyebrows and then smiled.
 
   “Si`?” he prompted her. “Are you a prisoner here? Has Sir Ramsay swept you off your feet and brought you here by force?”
 
   “Si`,” she nodded. “I live in Texas. I came here to escape... I had to get away from...” She had no idea what to tell him. She had no idea who he was. He could have been a policeman or a detective or a bounty hunter for all she knew. “Do you really know Mark Ramsay?”
 
   “Yes. I told you that he sent me.” Lucio smiled at her. “You are expecting?”
 
   Merry glanced down at her stomach in puzzlement at this odd question. “Expecting what?” She looked about. “I am expecting some sort of explanation. Why didn’t Mark Andrew come for me? Why didn’t he send his brother back?”
 
   “I am his Brother,” Lucio told her.
 
   “Oh, yeah, right,” Christopher spoke up. “And just a short while ago, we were talking to his son. Not his only son, just one of four.” The apprentice’s voice dripped with sarcasm and disbelief. “Next his grandmother will show up and teach us to knit scarves.”
 
   “Quiet, boy.” Lucio shot a dark look at the apprentice. “Where is the Knight of the Golden Eagle?”
 
   “Don’t tell him anything!” Christopher growled her.
 
   “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to gag you,” Lucio warned him and stepped a bit closer to him. He raised his sword to touch a tiny scar just under Christopher’s left ear. “You remember how you came to have that scar? Riding your motorbike across Sir Ramsay’s meadow? And you have a burn on your right foot from where the machine fell on you when you crashed into the stone wall?” Lucio’s words left Christopher staring at him in disbelief. The Knight turned to Meredith. “Now answer my question, Meredith Nichole.”
 
   “So everyone knows me, but I don’t know anything.” She crossed her arms over her stomach and patted her foot angrily. “Carlisle went off to see what he could see. I don’t know. Can’t you just take me to Edinburgh or Dublin or wherever and let me catch a plane out of here? I promise you guys, you’ll never hear from me again. And you can tell Mark Ramsay that he can keep the Skull of Sidon. I don’t ever want to see it again.”
 
   The color drained from Lucio’s face at the mention of the Skull.
 
   “What did you say, signorina?” He leaned close to her.
 
   “I said he can keep the damned thing!” she practically shouted at him. “And tell him not to worry. I won’t be telling anyone any of his secrets. Hey. Wait a minute. How did he get back from Italy so soon? Didn’t he have to go to Italy with that maniac? What was his name?” She looked at Christopher. The apprentice cringed. “Cujo? Boojoe? The one that wanted to burn him at the stake for witchcraft? Surely you know him and the other one? The tall, dark one with the deep voice?”
 
   “Von Hetz?” Lucio’s eyes widened. This was fascinating. So von Hetz was working with Beaujold. It seemed that Mark Ramsay had been very busy in his other life, making enemies, changing history, being burned at the stake... His smile returned.
 
   “Yeah. Von Hetz.” She nodded. “Look. I can pay you to take me out of here, sir.” Her mood softened a bit. “Take me to Edinburgh and I can have some money sent from America. I have a lot of money, you know.”
 
   “I know,” he nodded. “But you can’t go now. It’s too late.”
 
   “What do you mean, too late?” She frowned.
 
   “Look... Santa Maria.” Lucio let out a long breath. “I’ll take you with me and we’ll go and see Mark Andrew. He will have to decide what is to be done with you.”
 
   “You are no better than the rest of these lunatics.” She stomped her foot in exasperation.
 
   “That may be true, but you cannot stay here,” he told her. “It is too dangerous.”
 
   “I can see that,” she agreed. “What about him?” She nodded to Christopher Stewart. 
 
   “He can come, too.”
 
   “No. I’ll wait here for Corrigan. He will skin me alive at any rate for allowing her to escape, but at least I won’t be a traitor,” Christopher told him.
 
   “Fine, then.” Lucio told him. “You wait here. When this Corrigan returns, you tell him that the Knight of the Golden Eagle has taken the woman.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me, bambino.” Lucio smiled at him and held out his hand to Merry. He led her through the yard and scooped up Christopher’s daggers along the way, stuffing them into his pockets. 
 
   Christopher Stewart watched them in despair as Lucio helped her onto the horse behind him.
 
   “Now tell me about this Skull, Meredith Nichole,” Lucio said as they rode away.
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    “Merry?” Mark Andrew sat down on the bed next to her. She had fallen asleep again. Cried herself to sleep in another round of grief over John Paul and Marco. He shook her shoulder gently and she turned over to face him. “I have seen Konrad.”
 
   “Konrad?” Merry raised her head and wiped at her tear-stained eyes.
 
   “Yes. He came here to see me,” he told her. “It seems our families have grown more than we expected. Everyone is well, it would seem, though a bit confused. He is not very happy about all this.”
 
   “I should think not,” Merry nodded her head against the sheets. “Won’t you lie down with me, Mark? You looked frazzled.” She smiled slightly. “I am not angry with you, Mark. I know that you did what you thought was right.”
 
   “I have to go down again and see Edgard d’Brouchart. I have been putting it off. Paddy said I should talk to him.”
 
   “Paddy?” Her face brightened a bit. “Paddy is back?”
 
   “Aye. He was in me lab. Merry, I need to ask you about something. I don’t want to upset you anymore than you already are, but what the hell? There is something pressing I need to know.”
 
   “What?” Her smile faded.
 
   “There was a... certain artifact or relic, if you will, a horrible thing.” He looked up at the ceiling. “You had it at your home in Texas before we met.”
 
   “A relic?” She pushed herself up and leaned against the pillows.
 
   “Yes, a skull. A baby’s skull. Mummified.” He frowned.
 
   “Oh. That.” Her face fell at the memory of the ugly thing that Cecile had been so taken with. “The so-called Skull of Sidon. Yes. What about it?”
 
   “What happened to it?” He turned his deep blue eyes on her.
 
   “I suppose it went the way of the rest of the stuff in my house.” She shrugged.
 
   “And what happened to the rest of your stuff?”
 
   “I sold all the furniture with the house. All the personal stuff was boxed up and sent to storage for me.” She shook her head. She hadn’t thought of the things she had left behind in Texas in years. “I guess it would be with all that junk.”
 
   “What kind of junk?” He asked.
 
   “You know... photo albums, certificates, jewelry, clothes, shoes, books, letters, bills, that kind of stuff. I suppose I should have found the time to go get it and bring it over. You know, go through it and sort it out. Keep the photos, of course and anything that might have meant something. I would like to have it now. There were pictures of John Paul when he was a baby and a little boy. He was a happy child, Mark Andrew,” she said and tears welled up in her eyes again. “And now I have virtually nothing of him.”
 
   “Merry, you had a great many more years with him than most mothers have with their sons. You should be grateful for that. I am. If we had not been able to keep him for so long, I would never have known him and he would not have known me. I am grateful to God for allowing him to become part of my life even though he never really approved of me.”
 
   “That’s not true. He worshipped you, Mark Andrew. He always did. But he loved the Ritter, too. They must be together now.”
 
   “If they are anywhere, then I am sure they are together, Merry,” he told her and allowed her to cry again on his shoulder. It felt very good to be there for her just once when she needed him.
 
   He allowed her to cry a bit and then cleared his throat.
 
   “There is a small matter which Paddy has advised me to tell you about posthaste,” he said almost formally and pushed her back. “This will probably come as a great shock to you.”
 
   “Oh, Mark Andrew, no. I can’t take anymore shocks,” she moaned and tried to bury her face in his shoulder again. He pushed her back again and looked into her face. He kissed her gently on the forehead.
 
   “Oh, yes you can and you will and if you choose to set me on fire again, then so be it, but I have to tell you about this and it can’t be put off.” He looked into her eyes. “Wait.”
 
   He got up and hobbled from the room as best he could and came back with the wine from his bedroom. He filled a small plastic cup from her bathroom and swirled it around before he handed it to her. He was giving her the last of the honey-colored concoction. Just enough to calm her nerves and then, he swore to himself, he would never give it to her again. It was too easy.
 
   “Now drink that.” He sat down again. “It’s not much, but it’s all I have at the moment.”
 
   He waited until she drank the wine and then she sat up straighter and pushed the blond curls from her face. The effects were almost immediate. Her frown relaxed and some of the youthfulness he remembered from long ago, returned to her expression.
 
   “All right. I’m ready. It can’t be any worse than what I’ve all ready heard and seen. Get on with it and I can go ahead and die right now.”
 
   “Aye,” he nodded and smiled stupidly. “You’re pregnant.”
 
   “I’m pregnant.” She returned the stupid smile and nodded. “And you are as insane as Simon.”
 
   “That’s not funny,” he said as his smile faded. “Simon cannot be insane.”
 
   “It’s not funny?” She leaned forward. “You’re right, Mark Andrew, it’s not funny. I can’t be pregnant. You know that.”
 
   “I didn’t mean you are pregnant.” He screwed up his face apologetically. “I mean Meredith Nichole Sinclair is pregnant.”
 
   “Oh, now you sound as ridiculous as the Djin....” Her face went limp. “Don’t tell me.”
 
   “I have to tell you,” he said.
 
   “You mean that you went back in time and then came forward and went to Texas and I got pregnant again, right? Just like before? Nothing changed? You weren’t able to resist me. I’m flattered.” She smiled sadly. “But that does not surprise me. You weren’t exactly willing the first time around... well, not at first, I mean, you were willing, but it was not something that you planned...” Her voice trailed off at the memories of those days when he had been a prisoner at her home in Texas. If only she could have gone back. There would have been no Cecile Valentino, no Order of the Rose, no Lucio Dambretti, no Simon d’Ornan... but if there had been no Cecile, there would have been no Mark... at least not in her life. It was too confusing to think about.
 
   “Yes. Exactly. I did not plan it. In fact, I planned not to do it.” He smiled. “I mean, you know what I mean. I wanted you to go on with your life in Texas. I wanted to wipe out that entire episode for the good of the Order, which I believe you understand now and for your own good and everyone’s good. I thought I could set things right. You should never have fallen in love with me, Meredith. It has brought us nothing but pain. I would have continued to love you as I always will, but I thought that I could spare you of all you have suffered because of me. I thought that God was displeased with me and that I had brought a curse upon the Order. I thought that I could bring the Order back in line with God’s will, but I didn’t know or didn’t realize what I had always preached. That God’s will is immutable. What happened was according to His will and it didn’t matter what I did or did not do, it was all according to His plan. And now I am back here and God’s will is being done. So you can believe that when I tell you that Meredith Sinclair is now in the underworld along with my brother, Luke Matthew and Christopher Stewart and that she is pregnant with John Paul, it is all God’s will.” He smiled at her.
 
   Merry sat staring at him for what seemed a very long time and then she didn’t see him anymore. She had fainted again.
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   Christopher met Luke Matthew and Simon half-way across the meadow. He had been waiting impatiently, pacing back and forth in front of the fence for either Luke Matthew or Corrigan to return.
 
   “Hold, son.” Luke caught him as he almost fell into his arms, babbling incoherently about Meredith Sinclair. “Now start over. Whair is Corrigan?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Christopher told him and frowned at Simon d’Ornan. He didn’t understand why Simon was now wearing a black combat uniform like the one he had on. Where had he gotten it? And Simon had left with Corrigan. Didn’t he know where the man was? “She left. She left with a man on a red horse.”
 
   “Wot?” Luke Matthew spun around in the meadow, looking in all directions. “Whair did ‘e come from? Which way did they go? Wot did ‘e look loike?”
 
   “He was tall, Italian, curly hair and a beard,” Christopher reported as he stumbled along beside the Knight of the Orient as they made their way to the cottage. “He said to tell you that the Knight of the Golden Eagle had taken her.”
 
   “Wot? Corrigan?” Luke frowned. Not again. Corrigan had gotten into trouble before with women... among other things. “But ‘ow wud Corrigan know anyone hereaboots t’ take th’ woman fur ‘im?” He spun on Simon. “Did ye know anything aboot this, Brother?”
 
   “No. Yes,” Simon nodded. That was where he knew her from. She had been married to the Golden Eagle. But that was not possible. They were forbidden to marry. “She left with him. Yes. Oui. I remember.”
 
   Luke grabbed the smaller man’s shoulder and shook him slightly.
 
   “Brother. Buck up. Wot is goin’ on here? Th’ woman belongs to Mark Ramsay.”
 
   “Of course. Oui,” Simon nodded. This was exactly what had happened before. “He took her away from Mark Andrew and they were married years later. And then I... then I... I was married to her.”
 
   “Simon, man. Wot is wrong with thee?” Luke frowned at the Healer and then checked the side of his head. He could see no injuries there now, but he knew that Beaujold had hit him with the golden sword on his temple. Perhaps he had knocked him daft.
 
   “Nothing.” Simon frowned up at him. “I am telling you that the Golden Eagle stole her away. I’m sorry Brother, but that is exactly what happened.”
 
   “But whair wud ‘e ‘ave taken ‘er?” Luke Matthew was flabbergasted. Did deceit in men have no bounds? And when had Corrigan met this woman and where? Surely he had also known her before he and Mark Andrew went to Texas.
 
   “To the castle, of course,” Simon told him and then frowned. He looked up at the sky and blinked rapidly.
 
   “To th’ castle?” Luke was again astounded. “He went back t’ th’ castle?”
 
   “Oui, where else would he go?” Simon blinked at him in the bright sunlight. 
 
   “Then we have t’ go thair.” Luke kicked at the grass in frustration. He started back toward the trees. 
 
   “No. This way to the castle.” Simon pointed in the opposite direction.
 
   “You know a bettar way t’ th’ keep?” Luke frowned and looked at Christopher.
 
   “He did ride off in that direction, Sir,” Christopher nodded.
 
   “Oll roight then. We’ll get t’ th’ bottom o’ this treachery.” Luke started across the meadow and Simon followed after him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven of Nineteen
 
   Hatred stirreth up strifes: but love covereth all sins
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t like this at all.” Simon d’Ornan turned about in the middle of the deserted cottage. Night was falling and they could hear the sounds of drums from across the meadow. He went to look out the window and saw a line of red, twinkling lights afar off. “Where do you suppose the boy took her?”
 
   “Mayhap Luke came back for them and left us here.” Corrigan’s eyes narrowed. “What is that noise?”
 
   “Some sort of music, Brother and whoever is making it, is coming our way,” Simon told him. “Do you think maybe they have the woman and Christopher?”
 
   “I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to think of this place. I’ve never seen such things in my life. Stones that turn to monsters and great apes with clubs. And the thing in the water.” Corrigan shuddered at the close call they’d had when they had stopped to drink at the pretty little pool in the woods. “This is an enchanted land. I say we get the hell out of here before we are trapped in here. This is not a defendable fortress.’
 
   “Oui,” Simon nodded in agreement. They only had two knives and an old sword between them. 
 
   They exited via the back door, climbed the fence and ran straight up the meadow, keeping the small house between them and the fires in the fields as the sun sank over the horizon. Something came screeching after them just before they veered into the darkness of the ancient oaks. A fleeting orange shadow. 
 
   They ran as long as they could see the ground and when the light had faded, they stopped near the base of a great willow tree. Simon sat down heavily on the roots. He was tired and famished.
 
   “We need something to eat.” Simon looked up at his companion. “I’m starving.”
 
   Corrigan looked up into the tree. “Do you see that up there, Brother?”
 
   Simon looked up into the swaying limbs above them. There were numerous green and blue shimmering orbs floating in the limbs of the tree. “What do you suppose that is?”
 
   “I don’t know. More of the enchantment. Ghosts?” Corrigan speculated and received a rather sound thump on the head for his trouble. He leaned to retrieve the missile and discovered it to be a sweet gum ball. “Ow.” He rubbed his head and looked up again. “Who’s up there?”
 
   “Who’s down there?” A tiny voice answered him and a chorus of giggles came from the branches.
 
   “My name is Corrigan!” The Knight of the Golden Eagle said irritably. “Who are you?”
 
   “We are many. You are few. We are numberless. You are two.”
 
   “No riddles!” Carlisle shouted up at the tree. “Come out where we can see you.”
 
   “Oh no, no, no.” The voices sounded like at least three or four voices mixed. “Are you a friend of the Mighty Djinni?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Corrigan answered them.
 
   “Perhaps you should not talk to them,” Simon told him in a low voice. The orbs of light were now diving closer to them. 
 
   “The Mighty Djinni is great you see. And he has given us this tree.”
 
   “Djinn. These are mystical creatures.” Corrigan leaned close to the Healer to whisper in his ear. “We used to see them all the time in Wales. But civilization has pushed them out.”
 
   He stood again. “Are you faery folk? The Mighty Djinni is a great faery.”
 
   “Oh, yes. He’s great indeed. But he is not of faery seed. Of his glory we may sing. But he is the son of Adar, the king.”
 
   “The king? I thought Mark Ramsay was the king hereabouts?” Carlisle’s eyebrows shot up.
 
   “Adar is the faery king. Of his glory, the deva sing. Ramsay is another name. Adar, Ramsay are the same. The Mighty Djinn is Adar’s son. Ramsay, Adar they are one.”
 
   “Ahhh. Then we are friends of the King,” Corrigan told them. “We are lost and hungry. Can you help us?”
 
   “Friends of Adar. Friends of Djinn. Friends of men and friends of Djinn.” The voices chorused again and many of the orbs floated down very near them. When they came closer, the two Knights could see the shining golden forms of tiny creatures very similar to human in shape with fluttering translucent wings like dragonflies. Beautifully fascinating forms. Devas. Even their name was beautiful. Simon was mesmerized, though the thought of being near these magickal creatures was frightening. “Simon. Simon of Grenoble. You were here in times of trouble. Times of trouble, times of joy. The art of healing you employ.”
 
   Simon’s mouth fell open. Why would they know him? 
 
   “The Unseelie Court comes!” A tiny voice alone shrieked. 
 
   “Inside. Inside. Hide and hide.” Another combined chorus went up. “Hurry, hurry. Stay inside.” The orbs of flickering glimmers began to climb higher into the tree. “From the evil, you must hide. If you both are truly good, we will go and bring you food.”
 
   The two Knights looked about. Whatever the faeries were talking about, they did not want to see. The lights in the tree branches were scattering now, disappearing. 
 
   “Inside where?” Simon looked about. There was a large opening in the base of the tree.
 
   “In there.” Corrigan pushed him toward the hollowed trunk as something came crashing through the branches above their heads. Carlisle looked up in time to see one of the orange creatures swooping down on him before he flung himself into the dark opening.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew left Merry asleep in her room with Planxty stationed outside the door, giving her apprentice strict orders to call him when she awoke. She had taken it pretty well and the faint had not surprised him. She would feel better after she had rested for a bit, a combination of the potion he had given her and the shock of what he had told her. He was greatly relieved to have spoken to her about the Skull of Sidon and the fact that there were now two Meredith Sinclairs and that he could not differentiate between them. In his mind, they were one and the same. This one was older and wiser, but no less beautiful than the younger. But he knew they would never accept each other. It was something of a paradox and according to his studies of theoretical time travel; such paradoxes could not exist due to the supposed fact that physics would not allow it. So much for physics and so much for facts. Of course, Einstein and his successors had not taken the underworld into account in any of their equations or theorems. He, on the other hand, would have to deal with the improbable and the impossible. It was becoming a way of life for him. He made his way downstairs again. His poor feet were speaking harshly to him as he limped along the carpet in the hallway; it felt as if it were made of metal scouring pads rather than soft lamb’s wool. He found the former Grand Master in the library on the computer. D’Brouchart looked up when he entered and stood at once.
 
   “Brother Ramsay.” D’Brouchart bowed his head slightly to him. 
 
   “Brother.” Ramsay acknowledged him as his Brother and it seemed most natural though he knew it was improper to greet an ex-communicated Brother in such a fashion. He was actually relieved to see him and this surprised him. He went to hug him and kissed him on both cheeks.
 
   “Your Grace.” D’Brouchart corrected himself. Ramsay’s sudden appearance had startled him. He had not expected to see him until the following day. He had been told that his injuries had been extensive and he could now see the truth of it. “It is good to see you up and around so soon.”
 
   “It does not feel good.” Mark Andrew smiled slightly at him.
 
   “You have been informed of my request, Sir?” D’Brouchart asked him and stood nervously in front of the computer.
 
   “Yes, please, sit down.” Mark Andrew sat slowly in a chair as d’Brouchart resumed his seat in front of the desk. “My question is what made you come now? You say you had dreams or visions. Your address to the Council related an interesting story, but did not elucidate the contents of your visions. What did you see, Brother?”
 
   “I saw the Lord of the Abyss,” d’Brouchart told him shortly. “I saw Astarte and I saw the sin that led Israel down the path of destruction. I saw the Skull of Sidon.”
 
   Mark’s heart skipped a beat.
 
   “The skull,” Mark Andrew repeated the words softly.
 
   “I am concerned that it may resurface. That it may fall into the wrong hands.” The man eyed him intently. “I am aware of the dark powers attached to the thing and I am aware of the way in which it was constructed. Certainly there could never have been a more sinful use of the mysteries...” Mark Andrew’s face darkened at the mention of the misuse of the mysteries and the memory of what his own sin in that regard had produced. “I am sorry, Mark Andrew. How soon we forget. I am certain that this was much more heinous a crime than yours. It was done with malice and evil intent. Yours was not malicious in nature, but rather... capricious. No less a sin, but certainly more understandable.”
 
   Mark nodded grimly; he did not like to be reminded of the terrible transgression he had committed with Merry. The sin that he had been unable to confess and the sin that had ultimately led to the death of the Ritter and the Grand Master’s exile and the birth of Nicole and Luke Andrew.
 
   “But let us not beat dead horses,” d’Brouchart continued. “The Skull is a horrible and evil relic, Sir Ramsay. But it has a great power attached to it for those who would wield it successfully. I would like to know, for my own peace of mind, that it is safe. I had neglected to check on it for centuries and then, without warning, I saw it in a dream and I saw visions of Astarte. Known to you as Semiramis. I felt that you might need to know this information. I saw myself at her feet, Brother, and I realized that we were about to put ourselves at risk again. I would lend my aid in whatever way I can as I told the Council. I am not asking for re-instatement. I am asking for the privilege to serve God by serving the Order.”
 
   “And the knowledge of the Skull is contained in what mystery, Sir?” The Grand Master asked him.
 
   “You should know this, Sir Ramsay. You retain the mysteries of the Orient, do you not?”
 
   “I do not,” Ramsay told him. “I gave them to Luke Matthew, my brother. He was... is the Knight of the Orient. John Paul is dead.”
 
   “But Luke Matthew was only a ghost.” D’Brouchart’s eyes widened.
 
   “He is no longer a ghost,” Mark Andrew told him. “He came back with me.”
 
   “But I did not see him. He was not in the parlor when you were pulled from the fire.” D’Brouchart stood up again. “I was there.”
 
   “He did not come from Merry’s magick. It is a long story and one I would rather not relate to you, but rest assured, Sir, he is here and he will be the Knight of the Orient.” Mark Andrew pushed himself up. “As for the Skull of Sidon, I know where it is.”
 
   “That is a relief. Thank you.” D’Brouchart bowed his head slightly.
 
   “As for your request, you are welcome to stay here for now,” Mark Andrew told him. “I will consider your offer and give you an answer soon. Your grandsons will need you, if we cannot recover their father. I would like to see them all come here eventually and your granddaughter as well. It would be safer for them, I believe. And speaking of your granddaughter, Oriel is safe and we are working on returning her safely to her position as the Seneschal’s apprentice. There are... complications which must be worked out. I am sure that you know she is married to Louis Champlain?”
 
   “Oui. A good match,” d’Brouchart nodded.
 
   “She is also married to Lavon de Bleu and Adalune Kadif.”
 
   D’Brouchart’s mouth fell open and he pressed one meaty hand over it.
 
   “I have much work to do, Sir, if you will excuse me.”  Mark Andrew limped toward the door. “If you would care to hear the story, you might consult Sir William. He and Armand are cataloging the events as they apparently transpired.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Ho, th’ castle!” 
 
   Luke Matthew stood on the windy plain in front of the stark white structure set upon the rocks. Simon d’Ornan stood beside him looking up at the imposing lines of the sleek fortress. It bulged slightly at the bottom and was shaped much like an onion. He remembered seeing one like it somewhere else, but he could not recall just where or when. Two watch towers stood at either side. There were numerous black, tear-drop shaped smudges on the walls. Several black iron balconies were set in the seamless walls high up near the parapets. He doubted seriously that anyone within the walls would hear Luke Matthew’s voice even as loud as it was.
 
   “Ho, th’ castle!” Luke bellowed again and stood looking up at the smooth surface. He lowered his gaze and his voice. “I ‘ave nevar evar seen anything loike this, Brother. It is th’ wark o’ some great magick. P’raps Corrigan is th’ pot collin’ th’ kettle black.”
 
   Presently a small figure appeared on the uppermost balcony. 
 
   “Who goes there?” The question drifted down. A man’s voice.
 
   “Tell Corrigan ‘is Brothers air ‘ere t’ see ‘im.”
 
   The figure disappeared and soon there were two figures on a lower balcony. A woman with long dark hair and a man with short curly hair and a beard.
 
   “Is thot th’ mon?” Luke glanced at Christopher.
 
   “It looks like him. Maybe.” 
 
   “Who are you?” Lucia’s son, Apolonio, called down to them. Lucia held on to the rail and leaned out as far as she dared. She turned when Konrad William joined them. The Ritter’s dark-eyed son frowned down at the two men below.
 
   “Thot’s th’ Ritter.” Luke’s eyes widened when he mistook Konrad William for his father, the Ritter von Hetz whom he’d left at his brother’s castle on the Isle of Ramsay. “They air in league with each other,” he turned on Simon. “Ye knew this, Brother. Ye canna denoy it.”
 
   “I knew nothing of this, Luke,” Simon objected and backed away from him. Simon was totally lost. How could the Ritter von Hetz be here? But where was here? And who were these people? Furthermore, how was it that Mark Ramsay’s dead brother was standing beside him, treating him as he’d known him all his life? “I don’t know anything, anymore,” he muttered.
 
   “Ye know who I am!” Luke shouted up at the three people on the balcony. “I’ll cloimb up their and kill th’ lot o’ ye,” he added under his breath. “This is not funny, Brother.”
 
   “Sir Ramsay?” Lucia called down to him.
 
   “Aye,” he shouted. “Whair is Corrigan? Send th’ devil out t’ see me. I see ye thair, von Hetz. Ye’ve stolen th’ wooman and I will ‘ave ‘er back if I ‘ave t’ knock yur castle down a stone at a toime.”
 
   Lucia turned to her husband and frowned. “What woman is he talking about, Konrad?” she asked. “I thought you and Sir Ramsay had called a truce? Did you make him mad?”
 
   “No! I don’t know what the… We did call a truce,” Konrad returned her frown. He had expected such threats from Lucio Dambretti concerning Lucia. He had always dreaded the day when and if his wife’s father came after her. He’d finally been rid of her brother, Marco and now he had to worry about her father again. Lucio would never accept him. But Simon d’Ornan was with Ramsay. He did not recognize the other, younger man. He was probably one of the students from Barry’s Academy. “He must have changed his mind. It must be your father’s idea for them to come here,” Konrad spun on his heel and leaned over the railing. “Go home, Master Ramsay. Tell the Dame and Sir Dambretti that we will not be intimidated by you or anything she might send against us.”
 
   Luke frowned. The Dame? Sir Dambretti? Von Hetz had lost his fucking senses. What Dame? Who was Dambretti?
 
   “Send out th’ Knoight o’ th’ Golden Eagle!” he bellowed up at the man, angrier than ever. 
 
   “No one is going to come down to you, Sir!” Konrad shouted at him. 
 
   “This is no good, Brother,” Simon told him. “We have nothing to attack this fortress with. You can see that someone has tried and failed. There is not a crack one in the wall and look at the stains.”
 
   “They air in there, but I see no ingress. Thot dusna make sense.” Luke clenched his jaw. “Thair must be a way in.” He looked about the barren windswept plain. “Thair is only one answer. Th’ door must be in th’ cliff face.”
 
   He looked back up at the balcony. There were now five people on the balcony. Another man with short dark hair had come out and a petite woman with long blond hair.
 
   “Father!” The blond woman shouted down to them. 
 
   “She speaks t’ ye, Brother,” Luke told him. “She must know ye air a priest.”
 
   “Oui!” Simon shouted as loud as he could. The woman was again very familiar to him, but he could not remember if he knew her.
 
   “Father! Why are you with him? Would you stand against us?”
 
   “Against us? Against us?” Simon repeated her words in a low voice. His head hurt. Who was this woman? Again, she seemed as familiar as the one called Meredith had seemed. “Against us.”
 
   “Oui!” he shouted up at her. “I would.”
 
   The blond woman turned to the others and seemed to be talking to them rapidly. Presently, another figure joined them. This one was a tall, slender man with golden hair and golden skin. He leaned over the railing and peered at them. 
 
   The blond woman leaned over the railing again.
 
   “Where is Louis Champlain?” she asked.
 
   “Louis Champlain!” Luke spun on the Healer again. “Tell me, Brother, who is not involved in this? Am I th’ only one who did not know aboot this place? Did I miss th’ fockin’ memo?”
 
   “I didn’t know about it, Master,” Christopher Stewart spoke up behind him. “I think that we had best try to find Master Mark and try to straighten this out.”
 
   “We will look fur a way in furst and then we’ll look fur yur Master, lad,” Luke told him as he turned away from them.
 
   “Father! Where is Louis?!” The young woman’s voice came to them again as they walked away from the castle, across the moonlit plain.
 
   Simon felt a pang of guilt or regret streak through his mind at the piteous sound of her voice. He looked back once to see her fall into the arms of the tall, golden-haired man at her side.
 
   They walked back to the tree line and then down the hillside to the beach below the cliff. They were astounded to see another of the crystalline white fortresses perched on the side of the cliff as if the other, larger one had been cut in half and glued against the sheer rock face. This one, like the other, was completely inaccessible. Luke found a narrow ledge that appeared to be a path leading up the rugged heights. They ascended the cliff for what seemed like hours as the moon rose higher in the sky. The path ended in a fairly large, sandy ledge in front of a dark cavern.
 
   Luke Matthew entered the antechamber of the cavern and looked about while Simon and Christopher waited outside. He came out presently and stood looking out over the white-capped waves stretching away to the horizon. The moonlight was so bright upon the water, the gulls and terns were flying about the cliffs as if it were day. “I wonder wot sea this is?” He mused and then stopped when the Healer’s voice interrupted him.
 
   Simon was on his knees, singing a strangely beautiful song. He crossed himself and stood up without explanation when Luke frowned at him.
 
   “None that we know, Brother,” Simon said. This place was extremely familiar to him. “We had best get away from here.”
 
   “The cave is dark,” Luke said ignoring his concern. “We will stay ‘ere tonoight and see wot th’ loight o’ day shows us.”
 
   “That would not be advisable. This place is evil. There are many evil things in the caverns, Brother. We cannot stay here without protection.”
 
   “We ‘ave protection.” Luke Matthew drew his sword. “And ye ‘ave ye’re swoard as well.”
 
   “That is not what I mean, Brother.” Simon backed away from the edge of the precipice and fell to his knees in the sand. He crossed his arms over his chest and bowed his forehead to the ground three times. He raised his arms to the sky and began to sing the same hauntingly beautiful song in a language that sounded vaguely Arabic.
 
   Luke backed away from him and looked at Christopher who shrugged slightly and shook his head. They looked up at the moon as the Healer’s voice drifted out across the distance above the breakers far below. 
 
   “Look.” Christopher pointed up at the sky. A small point of light was spiraling in directly toward them. As they watched, several more ‘stars’ seemed to fall toward them.
 
   “Get back.” Luke shoved the boy back against the rock face and knelt beside him, covering his head with his arms. The light grew brighter and brighter and they heard what they thought was their eminent destruction whizzing toward them. When the light was gone and they found themselves still whole, they stood slowly. Simon was still on his knees. His arms were down and his head was bowed as if he were in deep prayer. A soft blue light glowed from within the cavern behind him.
 
   “Simon?” Luke knelt beside him. “Simon? Whattar ye doin’?”
 
   “Praying. Praying for deliverance.” The Healer raised his head and looked at him. His large blue eyes twinkled with insanity in the moonlight.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Nicole Ramsay Kadif sat across the table from Merry Sinclair with a peculiar expression on her face, her fingers wrapped tightly around the handle of a mug. This was amazing. When Lucio Dambretti had ridden up the beach with this woman on the back of his horse, she had thought her mother may have lost her mind and come looking for her, but the story Lucio told was incredible. Highly suspect. Nicole didn’t believe them for a moment. It was some trick her father was playing on her. She had a mind to pay him a visit and learn the truth of it, except that she was afraid he might kill her on sight. Her mother sat across from her and did not know she was her mother. Nicole licked her lips and smiled. 
 
   It had been extremely hard to convince her husband, Omar, to allow Lucio inside the fortress, but her charms had finally won out. The Djinni’s ‘beautiful son’ was still susceptible to her charms. She could get him to do almost anything for her. When she had awakened a few days earlier to find her youthful beauty restored, she had taken to roaming the underworld again, looking for explanations. Why had she grown old? What had changed? Omar had been at a loss to explain her sudden recovery, but admitted that he suspected his father of some magick shenanigans. Lemarik had never trusted her and he’d never accepted the power she had over his son. Nicole thought it highly likely that Lemarik had caused her to grow old, just to get her out of the way. Now that the passage to the overworld was re-opened, things had taken another turn on the path to ultimate destruction. She intended to learn what had happened and was even more determined to learn how to keep it from happening again. She hated the underworld. She hated the Djinni and she hated Lucia Simone. Self-righteous, eternally beautiful Lucia, her half-sister and Konrad von Hetz? How she wanted to make him suffer! He was such a bitch! And poor little miserable Oriel! Thrice married! Ha! Why didn’t people appreciate what they had and make the most of it? She certainly would from now on. She narrowed her eyes and gazed at this supposed replica of her dear mother whom Lucio said came from another time line. What science fiction was this? She glanced at her husband. Was Omar buying this? There had to be some way for her to use this new development to her advantage. She forcefully relaxed her face and smiled.
 
   “More wine?” She asked and picked up the ornate silver pitcher with trembling hands to refill Merry’s cup. 
 
   Merry was mesmerized by Omar Kadif. He was almost an exact replica of Mark Ramsay’s brother, Luke Matthew without the Scottish brogue. His accent was noticeable, but more exotic in nature and had a hypnotic quality to it that made her want to sit and listen to him speak for hours even though she didn’t understand anything that was happening. 
 
   Lucio Dambretti sat next to her, speaking with Omar and a man called Jozsef Daniel who could have been Omar’s brother, but apparently was not. Both Jozsef and Omar could have been Luke Matthew and Mark Andrew Ramsay’s brothers. Jozsef spoke with a different accent from Luke and Omar, sounding more Eastern European in origin. Had Luke Matthew been there with them, he and Omar and Jozsef would have looked like triplets raised in three different parts of the world. Merry thought that she still preferred Luke Matthew to these two. She didn’t trust them at all. The only real difference in their appearance was the way they wore their hair. Omar’s hair was long and pulled back in a pony tail. Jozsef’s hair was cut short whereas Luke Matthew wore his long hair loose and cut in a rather barbaric style.
 
   Nicholas and Gregory Sinclair-Ramsay, John Paul’s two eldest children by Aurora sat next to their grandfather watching the strangers with large dark eyes. Aurora, the Djinni’s granddaughter sat next to her mother, rocking her tiny baby girl, Meredith Michele. The baby had been born only shortly before John Paul’s death. 
 
   This woman that Lucio Dambretti had brought here was the grandmother of these children and Aurora was her daughter-in-law if what Dambretti said was true. It was all very delicious to Nicole. Her life had been ebbing away and there had been nothing to live for, but now her youth had been returned to her quite unexpectedly and fate had deposited a real surprise in the form of Merry Sinclair in her lap. But this Merry did not even know Lucio Dambretti. Did not know that she had been married to him for seven years and had given birth to his twin boy and girl. It was almost more than she could bear to keep from laughing. Merry glanced at her from time to time with a puzzled expression on her face. Omar had warned Nicole to keep her mouth shut and to be nice. She wondered if Lucio would marry this one again and if she would have another Lucia and Marco. It was too good to be true. The possibilities were endless. No doubt her father-in-law, the so-called Mighty Djinni, would see this woman as Adar’s woman as well and would be bent on protecting her as he protected Ruth Carlotti and Oriel. Omar’s father was no fun at all and Nicole was terribly afraid of the Djinni. She had learned what had happened to Yasmin, his former lover and mother of Omar. If he would feed the mother of his children, his precious children, to a dragon, then surely he would have no problem in dealing harshly with her. But Adalune Kadif was not at home. He had been gone for quite some time. No doubt trying to steal his precious Oriel back from her lately returned husband, Lavon de Bleu. 
 
   Lavon de Bleu. Nicole rather liked the golden-skinned son of the old prophet. But he was her nephew and her husband’s half-brother. It would not do to trifle with Lavon. The mighty Djinni had special feelings for him as well. But Lucio Dambretti. Now there was one very free and eligible bachelor and quite handsome, especially since he had lost the terrible scar and grown the hair. Perhaps she could snag him before he fell for this younger version of her mother again. She did, after all, favor her mother a great deal. She caught his eye and smiled demurely at him and thought she saw his eye twitch just a bit. She knew that he did not consider Omar a man at all but a mystical creature like his father. He had just explained to Omar that Oriel would have to return to the overworld and that Louis and Lavon would have to work out their differences. Oriel would have to decide to whom she would remain married and from whom she would request an annulment. Omar had questioned him on this point in particular because he was concerned about his father’s happiness. Lucio had told him that Lemarik was not considered a man and therefore, his marriage to Oriel had never truly been consecrated in a church and that it would be deemed impossible for Oriel to legally marry the Djinni much as she would not be allowed to legally marry a ghost or an elf. Omar did not like his answer, but had nodded solemnly several times as Lucio had explained what he thought would be the outcome of Adar’s inquiry into the matter. Of course, he had no real idea of what he was talking about, but it sounded good. Certainly, her father would not condone her marriage to Omar Kadif whom he considered to be the literal incarnation of the Anti-Christ. It was all so superbly convoluted. She loved it. Lucio looked at her again and a very slight frown creased his forehead. She looked up at the ceiling and ran her hand under her long, blond curls. She would have to get him alone and make her bid for his sympathy. She knew enough about his past to know that he had a great deal of trouble resisting the plight of beautiful women. She was beautiful again and she intended to take advantage of it this time.
 
   “Of course, Gregory and Nicholas will remain with me,” Omar was saying. “And Aurora will no doubt want to go with us to Persia when my father returns. Scotland is no place for us, Lucio. I would not deny their grandmother visiting rights. She may come as often and whenever she desires. My father will be glad to make the arrangements. He is quite fond of Adar’s wife. And, of course, Jozsef will take Anna back to Scotland with him.”
 
   Lucio could not help but stare at Omar. He had become the image of Mark Andrew’s brother, Luke Matthew. It was incredible. And proof positive that Lemarik was Mark Andrew’s son.
 
   “I am sure that she would appreciate that.” He glanced at Merry and then at Nicole. It made his head spin to look at them. Merry had no idea she was sitting across from someone who might have been her daughter in another time, another life. Merry was sipping her wine and listening to their conversation intensely, though she really had no idea what they were talking about.
 
   “So when will we see Mark Andrew?” She spoke up and Omar turned to look at her. “I swear,” her voice was a bit slurred. “I thought for sure you were Luke Matthew when I saw you. Are you sure you’re not his brother?”
 
   “Luke would have been my cousin. Mark Andrew is my grandfather.”
 
   “Oh.” This did not add up. If Mark Andrew was this one’s grandfather, then Luke Matthew would have been his great-uncle. “So Mark is your grandfather? He must have a really strong gene pool. I just can’t understand how all of you got to this place, wherever it is.  And these palaces... they’re like something out of the Arabian Nights. I just want to get back to Texas... not that I don’t like it here.... I mean, it’s beautiful and all, but it ain’t Texas, you know? And I’m sure that I’ve been gone long enough for Cecile to get everything cleared up by now. That’s my house, you know? Not hers and I don’t think I want to just disappear and leave it for her... I mean, she’s not related to me or anything... not really. And, you all look so much alike and all of this is so confusing,” she laughed nervously and Nicole laughed with her. “Are you all Knights of the Temple? Templar Knights, I mean? Of course, I know the ladies are not Knights... do you have Chevalieres like the Order of the Rose? I was a Chevaliere. I was Chevaliere Discretion. That was my title. I guess it still is, I mean... you know, when I get home.” Merry frowned and then drew another breath. Everyone was staring at her. “But you really do look like Luke and I guess that’s all right because his twin brother is your grandpa, but that would make Luke your great uncle not your cousin. And, my God. Apolonio looks exactly like you, Mr. Dambretti. How do you do that?” She looked at Lucio and froze at the expression on his face. “Of course, I would not want to leave until everything here is straightened out. That terrible man and the other one who tied Mark in the fireplace. Well, I think they were both crazy. Burn him as a witch. That’s ridiculous. I wanted to shoot both of them. Especially the French one, se’el vous plait. He made me sick. I thought people like that died out hundreds of... years..... ago.” Her voice trailed off and she looked down at her hands.
 
   “Ahem,” Lucio cleared his throat. She was babbling. “Perhaps it would be best if you showed Miss Sinclair to her room. She would appreciate a good night’s rest no doubt.”
 
   “I certainly would.” Merry pushed herself up. “And a long, hot bath, if that’s possible.”
 
   “Of course,” Nicole said quickly and stood up as well and reached to take the baby from her daughter, Aurora. “Aurora, would you please show Miss Sinclair to one of the guest rooms and help her find something fresh to wear?”
 
   Aurora stood up immediately. “Of course, mother.” She kissed her mother lightly and Merry was astonished again to hear the young woman call the other young woman ‘mother’. This was a strange planet indeed. “This way, please, Miss Sinclair. Nicholas, Gregory… sons. It’s getting late.” The two young boys got up and kissed their grandfather, Omar, good night before following Merry and Aurora out of the dining room. Nicole bounced the baby girl on her shoulder and looked at Lucio, smiling sweetly. He did not return her smile. She knew that he remembered her as an evil little girl who was always getting into trouble with her brother, Luke. And she had even played a few tricks on him personally. She slipped two fingers under the edge of the baby’s diaper and pinched her just enough to make her cry.
 
   “Oh, dear,” she said and frowned at the baby. “Omar, you know how terrible I am with babies. Would you mind?” She looked truly distressed as the tiny girl wailed in her arms.
 
   “Of course not,” Omar said, smiled and stood up. He reached for the baby and Nicole gave her one more pinch for good measure. Her wails broke out anew as her grandfather took her in his arms. “Excuse me, Lucio. I will take the baby to her mother and see what has happened to Anna.”
 
   Omar placed the baby on his shoulder and she snuggled her face against his neck. He patted her on the back and turned away from them muttering “Is your grandmother pinching you again, little dove?”
 
   Nicole cringed. She couldn’t understand how her husband knew everything about everything and wondered if he knew she had designs on the Golden Eagle.
 
   “Of course.” Lucio bowed his head slightly and then found himself alone with Nicole. Not a good thing.
 
   “I’ll show you to your room, Uncle Lucio,” she told him immediately and started off down a long, polished corridor leading in the opposite direction as that taken by the others. 
 
   “Wait!” he called to her. “Where are we going?” He looked over his shoulder.
 
   “That is the ladies side of the palace,” Nicole laughed and gestured toward the pink marble hall. “We live here as they do or did in the old country... Persia or some such place. The ladies on one side and the men on the other,” she pointed down to the gray marble floor. You will have a room next to my husband. Only small boys, fathers and husbands are allowed to go into the women’s rooms.”
 
   “I see.” Lucio had seen this setup many times in his travels in the Holy Lands. He glanced back once more, sighed and followed her down the corridor. She walked past several arabesque doors of intricately carved wood with brass fittings and then opened one of the doors for him. When he stepped inside, she followed him. He had a private balcony overlooking the moonlit sea. He stepped onto the balcony and allowed the fresh sea breeze to cool his face. The view was breathtaking. He could have lived quite well in such a place. The sounds of the sea birds came to his ears and he thought he understood why Mark Ramsay had chosen this place to build his castle so long ago. He looked up at the moon and smiled as a small meteor shower lit up the face of the cliff with a brilliant blue-green glow and then was gone.
 
   “This is very nice.” He turned to look at the woman who looked so much like her mother. “Thank you.”
 
   “Uncle Lucio!” Nicole burst out, hurried toward him and then threw herself at his feet, grasping his hand in hers before he knew what was happening. “Please. You must listen to me. I know that you never cared for me and that I was mean and rude to you when you came to my father’s home. And I know that your son, Marco, must have told you terrible things about me, but I was just a child then and that was long ago. I was merely influenced by my brother.”
 
   “Nicole, please.” He pulled her up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t...”
 
   “No. No. Please, give me a moment. Just a moment.” She pressed one finger against his lips. “I beg of you. I am so afraid.” She glanced about tearfully. “I only have a few moments and he will be here.”
 
   “What? Why are you afraid?” He looked about the opulently appointed room. Brass fixtures, lamps and urns. Marble pedestals with beautiful metal sculptures of dolphins and other sea creatures. Billowing silks hung about the depression in the floor that passed for a bed. 
 
   “Omar is not a man,” she started her quickly formulated pitch. “He is...is never mind all that. I don’t want to go to Persia with them. I want to go home. Seeing this woman here has broken my heart. I miss my mother and I was only just beginning to know my father when I was taken away by that... that... creature, Yasmin.”
 
   “Yasmin abducted you?” He raised both eyebrows. This was news. Everyone had assumed that Nicole had run away and joined up with Omar and Dunya of her own accord.
 
   “She had Omar’s father do it yes. And she is the one that nearly killed my father when he tried to save me. She even made him think that it was I and not her that stole the Tree of Life from him and gave it to Omar. Even Konrad hated me. No one ever gave me a chance to explain. They automatically blamed me because my brother tried to kill my mother. And I tried to stop him, but Simon killed him. I tried to tell them, but I was so upset, so frightened that they would think I had something to do with it. And then Yasmin carried me to Arabia and gave me to her son. Please. You must help me. If he takes me back to Persia, I will never see my mother again. Or my father. I want to go home.” She buried her face in her hands and he automatically took her by the arms.
 
   “Please, don’t cry,” he told her. “I never knew. I didn’t have the slightest idea. I’m sorry, Nicole. Santa Maria. Merry will never forgive me. I’m sorry. Will you forgive me? Can you?”
 
   “Of course,” she sobbed. “You didn’t know. No one knew. And I’m terrified of Omar’s father. He fed Omar’s mother to the dragon. Did you know this?”
 
   “I knew that he killed her, but...”
 
   “Yes. Yes. She did not meet his demands and he fed her to the dragon. My father was there. He saw it… allowed it to happen.”
 
   “How do you know this?” Lucio remembered that Mark Andrew had related the information of how the Mighty Djinni had killed Yasmin, but he did not know that the Djinni had fed her to the dragon.
 
   “Dunya told me. Omar told her.” Nicole continued to sob. She drew herself up and wiped her tears with one of her veils. “I must not be seen crying. Omar doesn’t allow me to cry. He doesn’t like it. His kind does not cry. Neither of them cry. And of all my children and grandchildren, only Meredith Michele cries. And she reminds me of my mother. And John Paul, God rest his poor soul. He named her after our mother. I miss him so. He was the only one here who would listen to me and he used to teach me about the Bible in secret and hear my confessions whenever Omar was away.” She crossed herself and folded her hands as if in prayer. 
 
   Dambretti frowned, he was unsure if this was an act or real remorse, but he’d always had trouble interpreting women even though he could see all the subtle details of her aura as she spoke to him. It fluctuated from deep purple to light pink.
 
   “Omar doesn’t allow you to be Christian?” Lucio narrowed his eyes sharply.
 
   “No. John Paul made a cross for me to wear. He carved it from a little seashell. It was so precious to me and then Omar found it and he burned it.” She started to cry again and then stopped. “I have to go. He’ll be coming. Please remember me to my mother, Uncle Lucio. Tell her that I love her.” She turned and swept away toward the door with her hands covering her face.
 
   “Wait.” Lucio ran after her and caught her at the door. “I will try to take you home with me.”
 
   “You will?” She smiled and then her lovely face clouded over again. “He won’t allow me to go. I am sorry that I have upset you. Just tell my mother the truth… and my father. It’s all I can hope. That they will remember me with fondness.”
 
   Lucio pulled her close and hugged her and patted her head. This was terrible. Another complication. She wrapped her arms around him and clung to him desperately for several seconds.
 
   “You are a good man,” she told him, her voice quivering just enough to be convincing and looked into his eyes. “If only I had such a good man to look after me. Thank you.” She drew in a deep, shaky breath.
 
   Lucio did not know what to say. She kissed him lightly on the lips and then fled from the room, leaving him with yet another dilemma.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight of Nineteen
 
   He that winketh with the eye causeth sorrow
 
    
 
    
 
   A week had passed since Konrad had come and gone and they had heard nothing more from the underworld. Lucio had not returned, but Mark Andrew knew that this meant nothing. He doubted that more than a day had passed in Never-Never Land as Merry called it. He was completely healed. The ‘stuff’ that had been in Merry’s keeping, moved from storage house to storage house for over sixty years had been shipped to Scotland from Texas. The boxes, some of them in two or three layers of crumbling paperboard and plastic, lay in heaps and piles all over the laboratory. He had been going through the stuff personally, looking for the Skull of Sidon. D’Brouchart had been the only one he had allowed into the laboratory to help him. Merry did not want to see it and he wanted no one else to know of it. They now sat on stools at the worktable with the linen wrapped thing lying between them. Mark Andrew had brought a bottle of Scotch from the library and he poured two generous servings into paper cups for them. The paper cups had been in one of Merry’s boxes along with a ton of gift wrap scraps and other party favors. The brightly colored tissues and napkins and twizzlers and things he didn’t recognize lay scattered all over the floor. They touched the cups together in silence, saluting their success and turned up their drinks, draining the room temperature liquor. It burned all the way down and then spread out.
 
   “You do it,” Mark told him shortly.
 
   The former Grand Master smacked his lips and grimaced at the taste and burn of the Scotch.
 
   “You know, you should consider installing a small ice maker in here, du Morte,” he said and then smiled. “I mean, Sir.”
 
   “Ice is fur sissies,” Mark muttered under his breath even though he could have used some for the back of his head, which was pounding. “Maybe you’re right.”
 
   D’Brouchart set his empty cup on the table and began to unwrap the thing very gingerly. Mark Andrew closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the horrid skull with its mummified skin lay exposed in the midst of the dusty white cloth.
 
   “Thot’s it then,” Mark Andrew said quietly as he stared at the hollow eye sockets. He could feel the thing’s presence in his bones. How was it possible? Merry had kept this from him all these years. But then she had not been a member of the Order nor had she possessed any magick of her own when she had last beheld it. She would not have felt the overwhelming sense of awe and terror that gripped him now. “Wrap it up.”
 
   D’Brouchart quickly covered it with the cloth and then heaved a great sigh of relief when it was out of sight again.
 
   “It is a great and terrible thing, your Grace.” The big man shook his head very slowly and reached for the bottle of Scotch to refill his cup.
 
   Mark Andrew slid from the stool. He went into the dim recesses of one of the corners of the lab and pulled out a small oven made of brick and lugged it back to the table. He plopped it on the surface of the wood and unscrewed the rusty clamps holding the metal door in place.
 
   “What are you going to do? Burn it?” d’Brouchart’s eyes widened.
 
   “No. I’m just going to store it in this,” he told the man. “It seems more... substantial than a hat box, don’t you think?”
 
   “Oui,” d’Brouchart agreed wholeheartedly.
 
   They placed the skull in the oven and tightened the screws. D’Brouchart helped him carry it to the black cabinet and they placed it on the bottom shelf and then locked the doors.
 
   “Well done, du Morte,” d’Brouchart nodded. “Pardon me again, your Grace.”
 
   “Don’t mention it, Sir.” Mark Andrew looked at him intensely. “You don’t have to call me by that title. It is too demeaning. I am not a king here. I am nothing but a poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple and I know who you are. Call me Mark.”
 
   D’Brouchart nodded. “It would be unseemly in front of the others and especially since I also know who you are.”
 
   Mark nodded. That was true.
 
   “I’m going to search for your son, if he is not back by tonight,” Mark Andrew told him. “I cannot sit by and wait any longer. I have business in the underworld that must be attended to.”
 
   “The Knight,” d’Brouchart said, using the simple moniker that everyone had used when referring to Luke Matthew in the elder days and Mark Andrew was taken aback. “I saw him pass this way. He did not see me.” It was the same thing that Paddy had said about Luke Matthew. Mark Andrew did not know where his brother had picked up the title of simply ‘the Knight’, but it seemed that everyone had referred to him at one time or another by this simplified version of his title instead of his name. These same people had always referred to him as Ramsay or Sir Ramsay. It didn’t make sense to him, but perhaps it was a way of differentiating between the identical twin brothers.
 
   “I must bring him into this world,” Mark Andrew told him. “We will need him and I can’t leave him where he is and Meredith Nichole... Sinclair, the younger. She is there with him.”
 
   “Holy Saints.” D’Brouchart crossed himself.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Brother.” Simon called to Carlisle. The Knight of the Golden Eagle was still asleep inside the tree. “Come and see.”
 
   Carlisle crawled from the hole in the big willow and blinked at him groggily. The tree had been comfortable enough. Full of soft leaves and moss as if they were not the first to lodge there.
 
   Simon sat on a root holding a large willow basket. He was pulling out bread and cheese and apples. 
 
   “And look.” He held up a green glass bottle of wine. “There’s another in here. Your little Devas kept their word.”
 
   Carlisle took one of the loaves of bread and looked at it suspiciously.
 
   “I’ve heard it said that one should never take food from faeries, Brother,” the Welsh Knight told him as he tore into the bread and stuffed it into his mouth. “How’s the cheese?”
 
   Simon handed him a chunk of the yellow cheese and pulled the cork from the wine bottle. He turned it up and then smiled. “Cherry. What a surprise.”
 
   “Yes. What a surprise.” Carlisle took the bottle and turned it up. He looked about the shady stretches of the forest. He could see rabbits and squirrels feeding under the trees further away and hundreds of birds sang in the leaves above them. “Look.” He nodded away to the right and behind the Healer.
 
   Simon turned slowly and saw a great buck standing frozen like a statue, staring at them from under his magnificent rack of horns. Simon clucked and the buck leaped straight up before disappearing into the trees.
 
   “A hunter’s paradise,” Carlisle shook his head.
 
   “There would be no challenge to hunt here, Brother,” Simon said as he tore off a chunk of the bread. “These deer would hardly be any sport. They don’t know what we are.”
 
   “But there are men here,” Carlisle objected. “We have seen at least one and he looked well-fared. I don’t think that he is alone down here. I think that as soon as we’ve had our breakfast, we should see if we can find his home.”
 
   “And how do you propose we do that?” The Healer looked up at him.
 
   “Follow your nose.” Carlisle drew a deep breath and tapped the tip of his nose, his green eyes sparkling. 
 
   Simon took a deep breath through his nose. He could smell the aroma of a wood fire. He nodded his head in agreement.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Come on, little Brother,” Luke nudged Simon with his boot. The Healer sat up and rubbed his eyes, stretching his arms over his head. They had spent the night well within the cavern beneath the glowing lights that the Healer had called down from Heaven. “Time to go.” 
 
   Simon stood up carefully and looked about. Christopher was poking about in the rocks looking for some residue from the strange nightlights that had kept them company all night. The apprentice glanced up at the orbs nervously from time to time. He hadn’t slept a wink.
 
   He came back to where they were and waited for Simon to dust himself off.
 
   “Are we going in there?” Christopher glanced toward the cavern leading up into the cliff. “It’s awful dark.”
 
   Simon reached under his jacket and pulled out his hand slowly. When he opened it again, a glowing orb lay on his palm.
 
   “What is that, Brother?” Luke took a step back from him.
 
   “An angel.” Simon smiled at him, his face glowing.
 
   “Brother...” Luke drew himself up to his full height and took another step back. “Air ye oll roight?”
 
   “I’m fine. Why do you ask? Where do you think the term ‘guardian angel’ came from?” Simon’s smile faded as he spoke. “We need light for the journey and protection. This is an evil place.”
 
   “Ye never did anything loike this before,” Luke told him. “I’m startin’ to think thot ye’re possessed o’ demons. Air ye sure thot’s an angel?”
 
   “Oh, no. Not demons. Don’t even say that word here, Brother,” Simon whispered and covered the orb as if to protect it as he glanced about, causing Christopher to draw his knives. “Oh, but I have done this before… right here I think,” Simon told him.
 
   “Déjà vu?” Christopher offered and Luke grunted in disapproval.
 
   “You just weren’t paying attention. Now we’ll see what the Ritter and the others are up to. Who is this Corrigan you are looking for, Brother? I once had an apprentice named Corrigan. Carlisle Alexander Corrigan,” Simon said as he started toward the cavern. 
 
   Luke looked at Christopher and the boy shrugged and circled one finger about his right temple. 
 
   “He was a wonderful boy. Very intelligent, with bright red locks,” Simon continued talking as they followed him into the caverns. He led the way with his hand stretched out in front of him, the Orb held high. “But I’m sure you remember him? We went to Greece together. And from there we went to Turkey and back to Budapest. That was when it happened. He was lost along with his horse… one of the prelate’s finest. A bay. Magnificent beast he was.”
 
   “When what happened?” Luke asked him in a small voice.
 
   “A rockslide… took him,” Simon’s voice trailed off. “I thought I would never get his body from under the rocks. I still think of him from time to time and pray for his soul. The Master sent him with the Chevalier du Morte on some goose chase. I volunteered to go, but the Master said no.”
 
   Simon stopped talking and began to sing a beautiful song that echoed through the caverns and made chills run up Luke’s spine.
 
   Luke looked at Christopher again. The apprentice’s eyes were wide in the dim green glow. It was becoming apparent that Simon d’Ornan had lost his mind and they were following a madman.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “I would like to visit with Lucia,” Nicole told Omar when he asked why she was dressed to travel at breakfast. She had spent the night casting spells that would protect her from her husband’s prying inquiries. “I would make the trip with Uncle Lucio if that is all right with you?”
 
   “Of course,” Omar nodded and then hugged her briefly. “She will be happy to see you. Will you take the baby? She would want to see her niece.”
 
   “The baby is too young, Omar.” Nicole smiled at him. “And you know how she cries each time I hold her. She should stay with her mother.”
 
   “I see,” he nodded. His expression was grim. He looked at Lucio. “You will take care of her?”
 
   “Of course. Si`,” Lucio agreed just as grimly. “No harm will come to her, I promise.”
 
   “Good then.” He smiled tightly. “I will come for you when my father returns.”
 
   “Thank you,” Nicole said demurely.
 
   “Gregory. Nicholas. Say goodbye to your grandmother,” Omar called the two boys from where they sat at the end of the table. The two boys came to kiss her lightly on the cheek. She gave them big hugs and ruffed up their dark hair. “You boys be good now while I’m gone and don’t give your grandpapa a hard time.”
 
   The boys nodded and hurried away, glad to have been released from the table a bit early.
 
   Merry stood next to Lucio. She did not understand why this young woman was going with them. She did not want any encumbrances. She just wanted out of this weird place before something else happened to her. There was no doubt that the one called Simon and the one called Corrigan would be looking for her by now and Luke and Christopher as well. But they were going to see Mark Andrew. She would be right back where she started unless she convinced this Italian to take her somewhere else.
 
   “Who are these people we are going to see?” She asked as they entered a very long, softly lit white tunnel that seemed to fade into oblivion further along.
 
   “More kith and kin,” Lucio told her for lack of a better explanation. Your daughter and son-in-law, he thought ironically as they walked along the tunnel that connected the two fortresses. He had met his own grandson briefly. William von Hetz. The young man had resembled his father somewhat, but had also looked like his mother, Lucia. It had been very disconcerting to meet his grown grandson for the first time and then leave him so quickly. He longed to get to know him and his family. He could not believe that he was married to the Djinni’s daughter Dunya, but Dunya had seemed to adore him. He wondered briefly if William had been forced to marry Dunya as Nicole had been forced to marry Omar. Surely not. William had seemed quite happy with her and seemed to get along well with Omar. But looks were sometimes very deceiving. The young woman walking next to him was a prime example. Lucio squinted at the long tunnel. It was completely featureless and the light seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Just like the Djinni’s palace in Arabia. Magick. He wondered what sort of reception would wait for them at the next stop in this incredible journey.
 
   “We are very near the palace of Konrad von Hetz now,” Nicole whispered to Lucio as the passage ended at last and a set of steep stairs led up into the solid rock of the promontory. “Allow me to announce our coming in order not to shock anyone.” She smiled at Merry. “Lucia will be most surprised to see her guest.”
 
   Lucio nodded it would make sense. Lucia would need an explanation of how this Merry was not her mother. He had not seen his daughter in ages and he was feeling very uneasy and nervous about confronting Konrad, but he had no hard feelings now. There was nothing to be done about it. The son of the Ritter was a very clever man and had taken his daughter from him long ago. If Lucio had learned anything at all in his long life, he had learned to be versatile and tried always to accept the will of God. The mere fact that Lucia had survived all of this was a miracle in his mind and he was grateful that God had spared her.
 
   He nodded and Nicole wrapped her arms about him, hugging him and telling him how much she appreciated his help. Within seconds she was weeping and kissing his face. When she became a bit too passionate in her embraces, he pushed her away and looked down at her in astonishment.
 
   “Nicole, please...” he said and tried to smile. She was obviously beside herself. “Go on now and announce our presence.”
 
   Nicole drew her long cloak about her and hurried away up the steps ahead of them. 
 
   “What was that all about?” Merry asked him as they followed her up the steps much more slowly.
 
   “She is glad to see me,” he told her lamely.
 
   “Yeah,” Merry nodded. “I could see that. You have known her for a long time, no doubt.”
 
   “Since she was born,” he answered. “She is Mark Ramsay’s youngest daughter. His only daughter,” he added.
 
   “And she is quite taken with you,” Merry commented lightly.
 
   “No. She wants to go back home. She wants me to take her,” Lucio told her reluctantly. He would have to tell her something. When they left for Scotland, Nicole would be with them and there might be trouble before it was over. This Merry deserved to know this at least. “There could be a problem. Her husband expects her to go to Persia with him and she doesn’t want to go.”
 
   “Of course not,” Merry laughed softly. “She is in love with you.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous.” Lucio also laughed. “She really doesn’t even know me. I haven’t seen her in ages and the last time I had anything to do with her, she made my horse dump me on the ground. I almost broke my neck and then I almost broke hers.”
 
   “Sometimes when people are desperate for attention, especially from people that they love or admire, even negative attention is better than nothing,” Merry told him. “I know from experience. My counselor pointed it out to me that I was good at doing it myself. I had to work very hard to stop.”
 
   “You?” He glanced at her. “Who would you want attention from that would not give it?”
 
   “Friends... lovers.” She eyed him closely. She’d had no lovers. No one that she could call her own. No one except Cecile and Cecile was too busy to ever truly be her friend. Cecile had simply been her caretaker. Cecile had introduced her to many people, but none of them appealed to her. They had all been ‘fairies’ and not in the mystical sense. Merry had wanted nothing to do with that side of life, but she did not want this arrogant bastard to know that she was lonely and lost. The only man she had ever allowed to touch her was Mark Ramsay and she had no idea why she had allowed that. She attributed it to her state of mind at the time and that made her dislike him all the more. What sort of person would have taken advantage of her at such a terrible time? “I recognize that look in her eyes, sir. She is desperate for your attention and you are oblivious to it. It’s very obvious to me,” Merry laughed louder when he looked at her in total surprise. “Here you are, the big brave knight in shining armor rescuing the maiden in distress... no. Two maidens in distress and one of them is throwing herself at your feet and you are saying ‘Duh, why’d she kiss me like that for?’ Here is your chance, big guy. Go for it. Your friend, Mark, has no trouble with it. I never knew that Knights in Shining Armor exacted such a high payment for their services.”
 
   “That’s ludicrous. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lucio objected and shook his head before looking up the stairs. What was she saying? Had she already slept with Mark? When? How? But then he didn’t know a lot of things about this Merry. It was dangerous. The company of women is a dangerous thing and the company of two deadly. He crossed himself. They were approaching the top and then the floor leveled off abruptly. The hall became taller and brighter and here they found painted murals on the walls in brilliant colors. Paintings of snow-capped mountain peaks, alpine lakes and meadows covered with little blue flowers and grazing sheep decorated one long wall. The opposite wall was painted like the Scottish lowlands with rolling green hills, crumbling rock walls, forests, small lakes and rivers. The effect was fascinating. The work was realistic to the point that he could almost hear the sheep bleating and the wind blowing. Looking right put the viewer in the Alps and looking left, they were sent immediately back to Scotland. The workmanship was superb. A masterpiece. Two of them.
 
   They actually stopped to admire the awesome beauty of the art.
 
   “I wonder who did this?” Merry whispered. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   A clatter at the far end of the gallery made them spin around and a woman came running toward them.
 
   “Papa! Papa!” Lucia cried as she ran toward them with her arms stretched out. She hit Lucio, nearly bowling him over. He grabbed her up and spun around with her. She could barely talk from her excitement and weeping and she babbled incoherently for several minutes about Marco before he was able to disengage himself from her hugs and kisses.
 
   “Lucia,” he said smiled at her. “Lucia, it is wonderful to see you. I have someone I’d like you to meet.” He held out his hand to Merry and Lucia looked at her wide-eyed as tears ran down her lovely face.
 
   “Miss Meredith Sinclair from Texas,” Lucio emphasized the word ‘Miss’.
 
   “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Sinclair.” Lucia took her hand briefly. There was a very strange expression in her eyes as she looked at the young blond woman who appeared to be near her own age.
 
   “Likewise,” Merry nodded. “We were just admiring the murals.”
 
   “I did them!” Lucia announced with some measure of pride. “Do you like them?”
 
   “They’re wonderful. Brilliant.”
 
   Lucio stood stiffly waiting for the rest of the party coming up the hall to draw nearer. Konrad walked toward him slowly with his head up and his chin slightly higher than it should have been.
 
   The tall, dark son of the Ritter stopped in front of him and narrowed his eyes slightly.
 
   “Brother,” he said and Lucio blinked rapidly at him before taking his hand and then pulled Konrad forcefully against him, hugging him tightly. He kissed him lightly on the lips in the Templar fashion.
 
   “Brother,” Lucio returned the greeting. 
 
   Konrad should have called him Master or perhaps, father. 
 
   “You came alone?” Konrad peered past him toward the stairs.
 
   “Yes. Sir Ramsay sent me to see what your situation is here,” Lucio told him solemnly. “I see that you are well.”
 
   “We do all right here,” Konrad told him. “Why didn’t Sir Ramsay come himself?” Konrad took his arm and drew him away from Lucia and Merry as Lucia ran on about the murals, pointing out various points of interests. “What is this, Brother? This is not Sister Meredith.”
 
   “No, this is Meredith, but not our Meredith,” Lucio told him in a low voice. “She was here in the underworld when Ramsay returned and just like the rest of you, she was unaffected by the changes he made in the past. She is a problem yet to be solved.”
 
   “It seems we have many of those.” Konrad told him. “I saw Ramsay myself and visited with him in Scotland. He made a truce with me and then...” He looked up as his son came toward him accompanied by Nicole and Ruth Carlotti.
 
   “Santa Maria,” Lucio said under his breath as Ruth hurried toward him. 
 
   He caught the woman in his arms and she repeated the same performance as Lucia, but with much more personal enthusiasm.
 
   “Bambino,” she called him as if she had just seen him the day before. Nicole stood to one side, watching this exchange closely. She did not like Ruth Carlotti. She never had liked the whining, complaining woman. Ruth was weeping now, unable to speak.
 
   “Why, Miss Carlotti!” Lucio managed in his brightest feigned-innocent tone. He smiled at her and pushed her back and then looked at his grandson in astonishment. It was almost like looking in a mirror. The young man even had a short curly beard.
 
   “Brother Dambretti,” Konrad said stiffly and held out one hand to his son, proudly. “Your grandson. Apolonio.”
 
   “Grandfather,” Apolonio said gravely and bowed his head slightly. “A pleasure and a surprise to finally meet you. Mother has told many wonderful tales of your exploits.”
 
   “Yes, well, I’m sure there is some exaggeration,” Lucio said, but he was beaming now. Two grandsons. Two very fine grandsons. “This is wonderful.”
 
   He grabbed the young man and hugged him tightly and then he cried and Konrad was beside himself. He had not expected this at all. He had expected something emotional from his father-in-law, but nothing like this, something a bit more hostile, but Dambretti seemed genuinely touched by the sight of his namesake. Konrad relaxed a bit and cast a quick smile and a nod at Lucia when he caught her eye. They had quickly planned this little meeting after Nicole had brought them tidings of who was coming. Lucia had decided that it would be best if Konrad weathered her father’s storm alone and Konrad had agreed that it would be best for her to remain out of any disagreement he might have with her father. 
 
   Soon they were sitting around another of the low slung, Arabic style tables on cushions while Ruth and Lucia plied everyone with wine and water. There was no food. The big brass bowls on the table were conspicuously empty.
 
   Merry sat next to him on his left and Ruth wedged herself between him and Lucia. Merry leaned close to him and asked in a low voice “Who is this other woman? Ruth?”
 
   “An old friend,” he told her and felt his face flush. Nicole was sitting across from him and her eyes never left his face.
 
   “You’re just full of surprises,” she laughed. “I thought you guys were celibate, but, oh, yes... I forgot. Only if it’s convenient.”
 
   “We are.” He looked at her and then shook his head. This was useless and hopeless. “Well, we were,” he said as an afterthought. 
 
   “I see,” she said and smiled at Nicole.
 
   Konrad sat cross-legged on a purple cushion, sipping his wine.
 
   “You say you came alone?” Konrad asked him again.
 
   “Yes,” Lucio nodded. “I came to bring any who would come with me back to Scotland. I will be taking Meredith there... and Nicole.” His eyes traveled about the table and when he looked at Nicole, she winked at him and smiled.
 
   Lucia frowned at Nicole and then at her father.
 
   “You are going home?” She asked Ramsay’s daughter. “Does mother know this?”
 
   “I doubt it,” Nicole told her and raised her chin slightly.
 
   “They will be surprised to see you,” Lucia told her. “What does Omar think of this?”
 
   “He doesn’t know and I would appreciate it if you would stay out of my business, sister. Uncle Lucio has agreed to take me.”
 
   “Papa?” Lucia leaned to look around Ruth in irritation. “You realize that Nicole is Omar’s wife?”
 
   “I am only doing what I was told by the Grand Master,” Lucio answered her. “If Nicole wants to go home, I will take her there. I believe that her father might have something to say about it when he hears what Nicole has to say and, as far as the other matter; it is between Nicole and Omar. I am of the opinion that Omar, like his father, is not a man in the true sense of the word and I do not believe in humans marrying fairies.”
 
   Lucia’s mouth fell open in dismay. There would be trouble. Lemarik would not appreciate her father’s opinion. 
 
   “Brother,” Konrad picked up in the silence that ensued. “Sir Ramsay came here last night with Sir d’Ornan. He was looking for you. Can you explain that?”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Lucio shook his head. “I left him in his bed. He has suffered some very grave injuries and would hardly have been able to come here so soon. His feet are severely burned. He can barely walk. You must be mistaken.”
 
   “I spoke to him from the walls. He demanded that you come down. I believe he mistook Apolonio for you. He said you stole the woman.”
 
   Lucio froze and looked about. What woman? Merry? He did steal her. Nicole? He stole her, too. But this was not right. Mark Ramsay could not know about this already, could he? Was he that powerful still?
 
   “Are you sure?” Lucio felt his blood run cold.
 
   “Simon was with him and another young fellow. Probably one of Barry’s students. I didn’t recognize him.”
 
   “Did you speak to Simon?” Lucio asked and Merry tugged on the sleeve of his jacket.
 
   “Yes. He stands with Ramsay. He refused to speak with his daughter, Oriel,” Konrad told him. “She was beside herself with grief.”
 
   Merry tugged on his sleeve again and whispered his name urgently, but he ignored her.
 
   “Simon has not been well.” Lucio held up his hands to stop them from talking. “He suffered an encounter with a terrible presence in the Abyss and his mind was affected. We have been searching for him. He is missing.”
 
   “He’s not missing anymore,” Lucia spoke up. “He’s with Sir Ramsay.”
 
   “Not possible,” Lucio insisted.
 
   “Can I say something here?” Merry raised up a bit. The people around the table fell silent and stared at her. “Simon, this man you speak of, he was with Corrigan, the red-haired Knight. Did you see Corrigan?”
 
   They glanced about the table at each other.
 
   “No. There was no red-head. But Ramsay did ask for Corrigan,” Konrad said thoughtfully and narrowed his eyes. “Who is this Corrigan?”
 
   “Corrigan is the one that they call the Golden Eagle.”
 
   “What?” Lucio and Lucia said in unison.
 
   “It was not Mark Ramsay you saw last night, sir,” Merry told them. “It was Simon, the Healer, and Luke Ramsay. They were looking for me.”
 
   “Luke?” Nicole repeated and stood abruptly, the blood draining from her face. Luke Andrew? Her dead brother? She swayed slightly and then passed out cold on the stone floor.
 
   “My goodness.” Merry’s eyebrows shot up. “You boys really take the cake. She doesn’t like her uncle?” 
 
   Lucio held out one hand to her in an attempt to make her stop before she told more than he ever wanted to hear, before he joined Nicole on the floor.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   The wood fire remains smoldered in the center of a small clearing in the forest, but there were no signs of whoever had made it. Corrigan looked about in the soft soil for footprints while Simon poked about in the fire with a stick.
 
   “There were two men here,” Carlisle told him. “Not faeries. Faery creatures would not leave footprints and from what I understand, they do not use real fire.”
 
   “I have heard that said,” Simon nodded. “Which way did they go?”
 
   “This way,” Corrigan gestured to the right and stood up. He drew the sword from his belt and started off toward the trees again.
 
   The two Knights walked along quietly under the trees, glancing left and right nervously. They soon heard the sound of flowing water and came upon an idyllic little brook running through the woods. Corrigan got down on his stomach to reach the water and scooped up a handful, splashing his face and taking a long drink. Simon stood looking into the woods across the brook. Corrigan turned over to tell him that the water was good and froze. Luke Matthew stood looking down at him with a long, silver sword pointed at his throat.
 
   “Get up... slowly.” 
 
   “What is this, Brother?” Corrigan asked and pushed himself up, slowly as requested. Simon turned very carefully at the sound of Luke’s voice, but the words and the voice were somehow wrong.
 
   “Father Simon,” another voice startled them as a tall, golden haired man stepped from behind a tree. He was staring wide-eyed at Simon. He closely resembled the other one and could have been his brother except for the skin color and eyes.
 
   “Oui?” Simon frowned at the young man. “Do I know you, my son?”
 
   “Brother Luke?” Corrigan addressed the other one. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Luke?” Jozsef Daniel frowned and shook his head. “Luke is dead.”
 
   Corrigan glanced at Simon. This was not Luke Matthew. He was a bit younger and the accent was all wrong although they could have passed for brothers.
 
   “Who are you, monsieur?” Lavon asked and stepped forward with his sword held in front of him defensively. “What have you done to Master Simon?”
 
   “My name is Carlisle Corrigan, I am Knight of the Golden Eagle, poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple and I have done nothing to Simon as you can see for yourself,” Carlisle answered and held out one hand to Simon. “Who are you? You seem to have the advantage, good sirs.”
 
   “You are not the Golden Eagle,” Jozsef informed him gruffly. “I know the Golden Eagle. Where did you come from? What are you doing here?”
 
   “We came here with Luke Matthew Ramsay,” Simon told them. “Surely you must be some kin of his for you are his spitting image, boy.”
 
   “Luke Matthew Ramsay is dead,” Jozsef told him again. “He was my grandfather’s brother. He died during the crusades. What manner of trickery is this?”
 
   “Did you kill him, sir?” Corrigan was flabbergasted. Luke Matthew’s brother?! Mark Ramsay was this young fellow’s grandfather! He regained his composure and continued “This is most remarkable news, my good fellow. How many of you are here? Is the younger Luke we saw hereabouts your brother? Who is your father?”
 
   “My father is dead. He was the prophet, John Paul Sinclair-Ramsay, the Knight of the Orient. You may have heard of him if you are who you say you are.”
 
   “Holy Mother of God.” Corrigan’s eyes grew wide. “We have fallen under the spell of a mighty sorcerer.”
 
   “Sacre bleu,” Simon muttered and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “You may regret that, sir,” Jozsef jerked his head at Simon’s sword. “Do not test us. Mark Ramsay is my grandfather,” he continued. “Do you know Mark Ramsay then?”
 
   “Oui,” Simon nodded. “We know Mark Ramsay. We are waiting for word from his brother, Luke.”
 
   “Luke Ramsay is dead, I tell you,” Jozsef said again in aggravation. “This is witchcraft and sorcery as you say, but it is you who have come here under the cloak of magick. Where did you come from?” He raised the point of the sword toward Corrigan’s chin. “Answer me or I will make haste to send you to the afterlife.”
 
   “We came from Mark Ramsay’s castle on St. Patrick’s Island. He sent the woman here,” Corrigan told him quickly. 
 
   “What woman?” Lavon asked.
 
   “Meredith Sinclair,” Simon answered.
 
   “Not possible.” Jozsef shook his head. “You are either lying or insane or both. You will come to von Hetz’ castle and we will see what he has to say about this.”
 
   “Von Hetz? The Ritter has a castle here?” Corrigan asked in dismay.
 
   “The Ritter is dead. Konrad von Hetz is his son. Perhaps he knows what has happened here,” Jozsef said in amazement and jerked his head toward the trees. “Move, both of you.”
 
   Lavon fell in beside Jozsef as they walked along behind their unusual prisoners. 
 
   “Brother,” he said in a low voice. “Did you notice that Simon does not look like Simon? Last night he wore a regulation Templar combat uniform. Today he is with this man, dressed very differently and he looks ill.”
 
   “Yes, I have noticed this. It doesn’t make sense. If he was here last night with Ramsay, how came he to be in the forest this morning with this stranger who claims to be the Golden Eagle and he behaving as if he does not know us? This is some of Sir Ramsay’s sorcery. My grandfather has truly made a mess of things. And they have brought our grandmother here?” 
 
   Jozsef glanced at his half-brother. “This does not make sense, Lavon,” he repeated. “Konrad told me that Sir Ramsay had gone back in time to set things right. If this is the result, then we are in serious trouble.”
 
   Lavon agreed wholeheartedly. “I wonder how many more doppelgangers are straggling through the woods?”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucia placed a cushion under Nicole’s head and fanned her with an empty metal plate.
 
   “What is going on here?” Oriel’s voice cut through the confusion. She stood near the balcony dressed in a long black robe.
 
   Apolonio hurried toward her and took her hand.
 
   “Orri,” he said in a low voice. “We have company. My grandfather has come and he has brought Nicole Kadif and a woman... Meredith Sinclair.”
 
   “Merry?” Oriel looked about and then she locked eyes with Merry.
 
   Oriel walked slowly toward her. Her mouth was slightly open and her face was a mask of confusion.
 
   Lucio intervened between them.
 
   “Oriel. How wonderful to see you again. Louis is frantic with worry about you. You look absolutely ravishing. He will be delighted to hear it,” he hugged the Healer’s daughter tightly and whispered in her ear rapidly. “This is not our Merry. This is Merry from another time. Please don’t say anything. I’ll explain later.”
 
   “Uncle Lucio?” Oriel looked up at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen from crying. “Have you seen my father? Why is he angry with me? Is it because of Louis? I didn’t know. And Lavon. Have you seen Lavon?”
 
   “Shhh,” Lucio pressed one finger against her lips. “We will straighten it all out, mia cara. Your father is not angry with you, my sweet. He loves you very much. And Louis is beside himself with grief for you. He is tearing Sir Ramsay’s house apart, waiting to hear from me about your health. Please, don’t cry. Santa Maria.” He hugged her again and Merry came closer to study this new woman’s face. 
 
   Another one! Another woman for Lucio to hug and kiss and console. Merry wondered just how many women relied on the handsome Italian Knight to comfort them in their times of grief?
 
   Oriel broke free of his grip, shot a suspicious glance at Merry and went to help Lucia with Nicole.
 
   “Oriel? Uncle Lucio? My, my, my,” Merry whispered to him when he returned to her side and smiled at him impishly. “My, what a big family you have, sir. And are they all so... beautiful?”
 
   Lucio looked about. “They are quite nice to look at, aren’t they?” He raised his chin slightly. Her tone was beginning to get on his nerves. Who did she think she was? All of this was her fault and she wanted to act like he was a fool. And perhaps it was true.
 
   “Come with me,” he said, grabbing her hand and dragging her toward an empty corridor. “Excuse me!” he called over his shoulder to the rest of them as she stumbled along behind him. He practically ran down the corridor with her, found the nearest door, threw it open and shoved her inside.
 
   “What are you doing?!” she shouted at him when she caught her balance on a marble table.
 
   Lucio closed the door and spun on her.
 
   “Listen to me.” He went to take her arm. “You do not know what you are dealing with here. This is entirely your fault. If Sir Ramsay had never met you, none of this would be happening now. You will keep you comments to yourself and save it for Mark Ramsay. These are my people and my affair. Not yours.”
 
   “How dare you speak to me like that? I am the prisoner here. I did not ask to come here!” She shouted in his face. “I don’t know what you people are up to, but it looks pretty bad from my point of view.” She jerked away from him and ran to the balcony overlooking the high plain. “I told Mark Ramsay that he was a fool for saving my life and so I see that he really is a fool and surrounds himself with fools.”
 
   Lucio followed her onto the balcony and she backed up against the railing.
 
   “Don’t come near me,” she warned and pushed herself up on the railing. “I’ll jump.”
 
   “No you won’t.” He shook his head.
 
   “Yes, I will.” She flung one leg over the banister.
 
   “No, you won’t!” 
 
   He flung himself at her and threw her to the floor and fell on top of her pinning her on the stone.
 
   She looked up at him. Her face was distorted with rage.
 
   “Get off me.” She kicked and struggled and Lucio remembered something from long ago. He kissed her and she stopped fighting him. It was happening all over again.
 
   “I am the son of the Doge of Venice,” he shouted in her face. “My blood is royal and my heart is loyal to the Order of the Red Cross of Gold. Sir Ramsay is my Brother and I am his. If you do not treat me with respect, by God, I will throw you over the edge myself!”
 
   It did not surprise him in the least when she grabbed his hair in both hands and kissed him again.
 
   “No. No. No!” he said as he got up and backed away from her. “Santa Maria! I won’t have it.” He shuddered to his toes. “I won’t. Throw yourself over. I don’t care.”
 
   He turned on his heel and hurried toward the door. As he made his way back down the corridor, he heard her running after him. He rushed into the dining hall and skidded to a stop. Luke Matthew Ramsay, Simon d’Ornan and Christopher Stewart stood at the far end of the low table. Konrad von Hetz and the others were crowded at one end of the table, staring at this unexpected development.
 
   “Hold, sir!” Luke Matthew barked and turned the golden sword of the Cherubim toward the Knight of the Golden Eagle. Merry skidded past him on the polished stone floor. 
 
   Lucio’s mouth fell open. How had he come by the sword?
 
   “Luke? Master Luke?” Lucio stared at Ramsay’s long-dead brother automatically addressing him as he had done at their last meeting in Jerusalem when he had been but a ragamuffin boy begging the Knights for alms on the steps of the armory.
 
   “I dunna know thee, sir,” Luke raised his chin.
 
   “Simon! Surely you know me, Lucio! It’s me!” Dambretti raised his voice and addressed the Healer.
 
   “Lucio?” Simon repeated and blinked at the Italian. 
 
   “Get thee behind me, lassie,” Luke spoke to Merry. “Has he molested you, girl?” he asked and she shook her head.
 
   She looked at Lucio and then at the others gathered near the foot of the table and made her choice. These folks were much too confusing for her. At least she understood Luke’s simplicity. She walked across the room and stood behind Luke Matthew, making her decision quickly, repressing the urge to stick her tongue out at Lucio.
 
   “Simon?” Lucio called to the Healer again. He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Stand back.” Luke glanced nervously about the room. “I’m takin’ th’ lassie with me. Dunna troy t’ stop me.”
 
   “Poppi!” Oriel shouted at her father and he turned to frown at her. 
 
   “Orri?” he whispered her name and then smiled slightly.
 
   “Brother, dunna be taken in by them. It’s sorcery!” Luke said as he put one hand on the Healer’s shoulder and shoved him toward the door. Simon turned and looked back at Oriel once and then took hold of Merry’s arm. He escorted her toward the door while Luke Matthew and Christopher Stewart backed warily covering their retreat. Lucio drew his sword slowly from his scabbard, but did not pursue them.
 
   Konrad rose slowly from his place at the foot of the table and looked at Lucio with raised eyebrows.
 
   “It seems you have lost your lady, sir,” he said. “Would you care to explain this? Who is this Luke? Who is the young man with him and what is wrong with Oriel’s father? And how is it that we now have two Meredith Sinclairs?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine of Nineteen
 
   and the froward mouth, do I hate.
 
    
 
    
 
   Omar hugged his father and then folded himself down on the cushion again. Lemarik swayed about his son’s bedroom inspecting the objects there as if he had never seen them before. He was highly agitated.
 
   “Adar will face this beast,” he said after a moment and turned to hold out both hands to his son. “He will need very strong magick. I am worried for him. I am worried for all of us. We must leave this place at once, Omar. And we must take Aurora and Anna and the children with us. Their husbands will come?” He raised both eyebrows.
 
   “William said that he would go wherever his wife chooses to go, but Jozsef will return to Scotland and take Anna with him.” Omar blinked slowly at his father. “We will return to our palace in Arabia?”
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes,” Lemarik said as he glided to the balcony and looked out over the sea. “I will miss the sea. It is such a wonderful place, so full of life and colors. Magnificent colors. And most intriguing sounds. But, yes. We must leave here before the Lord of the Abyss discovers me. He will not hesitate to destroy me and my family. He would erase the name of Adalune Kadif from the world. His is such a jealous mind. My poor Ruth. My poor Oriel. And my granddaughter, Anna. I will never see them again.” The Djinni turned a sad face on his son.
 
   “Nonsense.” Omar objected. He did not like to see his father unhappy. “They will be with Mark Ramsay. You can visit them there.”
 
   “I am afraid for them, Omar,” Lemarik moaned and leaned out over the balcony, perusing the sea birds flying about the cliff below him. “Let us go now. Where is your wife? Tell her to get ready to leave. She need bring nothing. She can help Aurora with the children. And Dunya where is Dunya? Find your brother-in-law, William and tell him that it is time to go.”
 
   “Nicole is not here, father,” Omar told him darkly. “I have been thinking on this. I believe that she does not intend to return to me.”
 
   “Ohhh?” Lemarik perked up and came back immediately to sink onto a cushion in front of his son. “Why?”
 
   “She left with the Italian Knight,” Omar told him and there was great sadness in his face. He had never been able to convert Nicole from her evil ways. He had only just barely controlled her with the help of his father. “She will return to Scotland.”
 
   “Ohhh. No. She cannot leave you. You are a wonderful husband. Surely this cannot be true, my son,” Lemarik frowned deeply. “I will bring her back.” He stood up again and Omar caught the hem of his purple robe.
 
   “No, Father, please,” Omar objected and stood up. “I will go. She is my wife. If she does not wish to come back with me, then I will let her go. I have tried to make her see herself in a different light. To make her believe in some higher purpose. Some higher design, but she is stubborn. She refuses to accept God as Sovereign. There is something wrong with her mind.”
 
   “Ohh.” The Djinni nodded. “Then we will find you another wife.” He smiled. “I must find another wife for myself, as well. Are all women like this, Omar? Why can they not be like Aurora and Dunya and Anna?”
 
   “Aurora, Anna and Dunya are special, Father.” Omar smiled at him. “Aurora’s sons are very fine boys. And her daughter will be a good woman like Dunya and like Aurora. We will speak of this some other time. I must hurry now and try to catch Nicole before she leaves Konrad’s palace with the Golden Eagle. I only want to hear it from her that she intends to leave me.”
 
   “Then go,” Lemarik told him and hugged him again. “I should go with you.”
 
   “No, please. I must do this myself,” Omar sighed heavily and stood up. “I will return shortly and then we will all leave together.”
 
   Lemarik watched his son go and then went back to the balcony. There were four people down on the beach, headed in the direction of the caves leading up to the palace.
 
   “Mmmm. The Healer,” the purple wizard licked his lips and ran his fingers through his beard thoughtfully. “My father-in-law. Perhaps he would know what should be done about Nicole.”
 
   Lemarik climbed onto the railing and then fell toward the beach far below.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Luke took the lead as soon as they were away from the palace proper. They clambered down the stairs and headed down the long corridor toward the small, hidden door that led down to the beach. Merry hurried along behind the Healer and Christopher brought up the rear. Luke slowed and narrowed his eyes. Someone was coming up the corridor toward them. A man. Alone.
 
   He stopped and Simon bumped into him.
 
   “Someone comes, Brother,” Luke said quietly and raised his sword. Simon took his place beside him and Christopher turned his back to them, watching the rear for signs of pursuit. Merry craned her neck to see over Simon’s shoulder.
 
   “Oh, you’re going to love this, Luke,” Merry said when she recognized the lone figure. “That is another of your brother’s grandsons, Omar.”
 
   “Omar!” Simon hissed under his breath. “Omar Kadif. Child of the devil.” He raised his sword higher.
 
   “You know this one?” Luke glanced at the shorter man. The Healer’s eyes blazed and high color rose to his cheeks.
 
   “I am sworn to kill him on sight,” Simon told him.
 
   Luke frowned at the tall figure approaching them almost casually down the corridor.
 
   “Does he know this, little Brother?” Luke asked and then frowned back at Merry.
 
   Simon did not answer him. He took a step forward and assumed a defensive posture with his sword held in the en garde position.
 
   “Ho, there, Son of Perdition!” Simon called to him and he stopped. “Come and face your death like a man, though I know you are no man.”
 
   “He’s insane,” Merry whispered to Luke. “You’d better do something. That is Mark Ramsay’s grandson. Your brother will not be happy if you allow this little fellow to murder him.”
 
   Luke blinked rapidly and then jerked his head to Christopher. The apprentice joined him instantly as they took up positions beside the Healer.
 
   “Stand steady, Simon,” Luke told the Healer. “Advance and be recognoized, sir.”
 
   Omar walked toward them a bit more cautiously as he perceived the weapons in their hands. When he was close enough to see clearly, Merry heard Luke draw a sharp breath.
 
   “Wot manner o’ devilment is this?” Luke asked no one in particular. Looking at this man was like looking in a mirror. He wore his hair pulled back in a pony tail like his brother often did, but the resemblance was uncanny. That he was Mark Ramsay’s grandson was beyond doubt.
 
   “I told you,” Merry said from behind him.
 
   “Who air ye?” Luke asked him and lowered his head to look at him from under his brows.
 
   “I’m Omar Adam Kadif. Son of Adalune Kadif. Son of Adar, the Mighty Hunter,” Omar introduced himself. “This is my palace and you are the stranger here, though you are no stranger, Sir Ramsay. You are the brother of Mark Ramsay, King Adar. My father’s father.”
 
   “How so?” Luke fell back and Simon stood pat. “These air th’ names o’ th’ Infidels o’ th’ East. You speak nonsense.”
 
   “You would not know me in this place, Luke Matthew,” Omar continued. He did not seem to be perturbed, “but you would have known me in another place, in another time. My father’s uncle was a ninth degree Assassin in the service of Allah and his brother is an Assassin the service of Yahweh as the Knight of Death to the Order of the Temple, Red Cross of Gold. You worked with him in Jerusalem until he stole the Shariffe’s daughter, Sola. You remember this, Luke Ramsay?”
 
   “Me brother ‘as told you this?” Luke was totally taken aback by this man’s looks and his words.
 
   “My father, the Son of the Moon, knows these things,” Omar said cautiously and glanced at Simon. “And you, Simon of Grenoble, son of Suleymon, line of King David of Israel. You would kill me? Your father would not agree with your reasoning.  You are Mosiach, the One. You have no place here. Even now your father wonders where you are and worries for you.”
 
   “I have no father!” Simon shouted at him. “You are the beast. The prophesied one of the Apocalypse.”
 
   “I am no beast, Simon of Grenoble. But this is not the time, nor the place to settle our differences. Take the woman and go now before something terrible happens to you. You were warned not to come here. Take the advice of your son, Andrew, and go.” Omar looked steadily in the priest’s eyes as blood began to trickle down the Healer’s arms from his palms.
 
   They stared at each other for several long moments and then Simon blinked; he looked down at his hands and saw the blood running down the hilt of his sword.
 
   “Come on, Brother,” Luke said as he reached for his arm. “It may be best t’ do as ‘e says.”
 
   “My God.” Merry looked at the Healer’s hands. “What is that?” She went to take his arm and pulled him toward the small arched door leading to the downward passage. He allowed her to take the sword from him and she cradled the heavy weapon in the crook of her arm while she looked at his palms. She looked up at Luke when he backed into the opening and then Christopher joined them.
 
   “Th’ loight, Simon,” Luke told him as he reached for the brass handle on the door. “We need th’ loight, Brother.”
 
   Simon’s face was drawn and pale. He wiped his bloody hand on his shirt and then closed his eyes. He held out one hand in front of him and opened it slowly. A blue-green orb seemed to glow on his palm and the light spread out to illuminate the darkened passage before them.
 
   “Ohhh. Neat.” Merry smiled. “You people are really something. Just full of surprises.”
 
   “Hush now, lassie.,” Luke shushed her as he took her hand and pulled her along. Omar’s words had surprised and shocked him immensely. Who were all these people claiming kin to his Brothers and claiming to know them and to know things about them? Where had they come from and where was his brother, Mark? How had they known about Sola, the woman he had lost so long ago in Jerusalem?
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew adjusted the scabbard that held the long, broadsword that had belonged to Marco Niccolo. The one he and Paddy had made for him when he had been only a boy. It was not as heavy as his own golden sword and the absence of the Sword of the Cherubim bothered him immensely, but he could only hope that Luke Matthew had it with him. He remembered seeing Beaujold with it at his castle on St. Patrick’s Island. If he had left it there, he would probably never recover it. The sight of the sword he now carried made his heart ache at the thought of Marco’s useless death. The sword’s cloverleaf hilt and embedded gemstones representing himself, Lucio, Marco and Merry still looked like the day he had finished it in his lab. The feathered design representing the Golden Eagle and the Angel’s wings on the staff of the Wisdom of Solomon gleamed along the blade’s upper courses. 
 
   He hated to use the heirloom that should have been given over to Meredith or perhaps Lucio or Lucia for safe-keeping, but it was the best sword available and he needed something that would stand him in good stead. He wondered vaguely where Jozsef’s and John Paul’s swords were now. Had they taken them with them to the underworld? Certainly John Paul would have had his with him. He never went down there without his silver and gold sword. Perhaps he could recover it and keep it as a memento of his son and perhaps, even, one day give it to him again now that he would be reborn. This thought made him frown. How would he ever convince this new Merry to stay with him in Scotland... with them. And if she chose to leave, she would take his son with her and he would lose John Paul again. No. No. He would not stand for it. He would have his son back and she would have to get over it. Thinking about the implications made his head hurt. Meredith had once accused him of trying to take John Paul away from her and now it just might happen.
 
   He checked his equipment once more. Flashlights. He would conserve his magick. Matches. Knives. Nylon cord? He shrugged. A compass? Merry. She had helped him dress for his trip. What was she? A boy scout? He reached into another pocket and took out a picture of her. It was similar to the one he taken with him when he had gone off into folly. He smiled at the memory of how many times he’d almost lost the precious artifact. Certainly no one would have dreamed that a photograph could last a thousand years, but with proper incantations and protection, anything was possible. Anything, of course, unless God willed otherwise. And now he was pitting himself against God’s will again? Or was he? Merry was pregnant. It was his son. He would know this time and he would take the boy. Unless God willed otherwise. He got to his knees and crossed himself before entering the passage under the meadow. Merry stood outside the wrought iron gates they had erected after they had tried to dig their way to China, watching him. Now the cairn looked almost like it had before they had made a mess of the meadow.
 
   “Please, God, don’t desert me now,” he whispered a simple plea to his Creator. “I want my son back. Amen.” 
 
   He stood up and brushed of his knees. He had no idea when his priorities had changed. The idea of a second chance to have John Paul had taken a seat at the front of his mental bus; it was now his number one consuming drive. But the circumstances surrounding the pregnancy had been much different this time. There had been only one time that he had been with her and he knew that there was very little chance that she had any real feelings for him at all. In fact, she probably thought he was crazy and would run when she saw him again.
 
   He waved once more to Meredith and then stepped down into the cavern. A cool rush of air brushed his face and blew his hair back. He reached the exit leading into the underworld with very little trouble. Nothing had changed. He stepped out of the mouth of the cave into the bright sunlight and stopped.
 
   Luke Andrew Ramsay stood looking at him with a decided sneer on his face. He wore a white, long-sleeved dress shirt and a pair of black slacks. He had his hands stuffed in his pockets and his head tilted to one side quizzically. These were the clothes he had been buried in. Mark had picked them out of the boy’s closet personally.
 
   “Father,” Luke spoke to him almost casually and smiled at him with his own smile. “You’re looking well.”
 
   “Stand aside,” Mark said shortly and walked past the specter. 
 
   This was totally unexpected.
 
   The young man fell in beside him as he entered the forest. There was not a sound to be heard. Even the grasshoppers and bees had fled this unholy spectacle. The forest sounded like a tomb and their footsteps echoed as if they were walking on stone.
 
   “Is this how you should treat your son?” Luke asked him. “Did you not just call me? Is this how you behave when your prayers are answered?”
 
   Mark Andrew refused to look at him. Was God playing with him?
 
   “How is mother?” Luke asked him.
 
   No answer.
 
   “So you’ve done it again, have you?” Luke persisted. He was not to be put off. “Now you would take a newer model and make John Paul all over... again. You never fail to amaze and amuse me, Daddy. What will you do now? Start a harem? My sister wants to come home, you know. She looks like Mother, too. Perhaps you could add her to your collection? Where could you go from there? You could engender a whole race of prophets. And don’t forget Omar. Your grandson is very special. Think of it. Three of them. Nicole likes to keep things in the family, you know? Something I believe you would approve of. Three little Merry’s sitting in a tree. Won’t you all come down and play with me?”
 
   Mark glanced at him and put one hand on the hilt of his sword.
 
   “I think you would find Nicole’s company most gratifying, Papa,” Luke imitated John Paul’s voice perfectly and Mark’s heart leapt into his throat. “I know I did and so did the prophet.”
 
   Mark drew the sword and turned in one motion. The blade struck Luke in the chest and the young man doubled over the blade clutching it in both hands. Mark yanked it free and let go a terrible sound of disgust as he raised it above his head. He brought it down on Luke’s neck, cutting his head off smoothly. Too, smoothly. There was no blood. No outcry of pain. Nothing. The headless body fell forward to the leafy forest floor and then simply vanished. Mark Andrew spun completely around, bellowing in rage, looking for his son.
 
   After a few moments, he replaced his sword in the scabbard and wiped one hand across his face. A cold sweat ran down his neck and soaked his collar. Then he noticed that the birds were singing in the branches overhead and the numerous subtle sounds of the insects and creatures that inhabited the trees and the forest floor had resumed as if nothing had happened. Nothing had happened. Either Luke had been a product of his overtaxed brain or he had been sent by this latest monstrosity they had awakened in the Abyss. In either case, nothing had truly happened here. He relegated it to his own imagination for fear of believing that the Lord of the Abyss could read his thoughts so easily and pervert them to his own evil purposes. He began to repeat the Hail Mary as he walked along in order to calm and focus his thoughts. The sound of hoof beats cut through his mind and he looked about to see Sam riding toward him under the trees. The elf pulled up short next to him and dismounted.
 
   “King Adar.” The elf bowed his head slightly. “A word with you, if you please.”
 
   “Of course, Sam. Speak your mind,” Mark told him shortly.
 
   “I have come to ask that you relieve my lands of your children and your children’s children and their children. They do not belong here. I would hope that this is why you have come.” The elf fell in beside him as he continued on his journey. He led his small gray pony behind him.
 
   “Aye. That is why I’m here, Sam,” Mark Andrew told him.
 
   “Good. This new menace from the Abyss will surely go back to the depths as soon as you have taken them and gone.”
 
   “I would like to think so.”
 
   “We cannot stand against him. As we could not stand against his sister, the Queen. If he does not return to his death’s slumber, then we will be forced to leave. It would be sad, depressing, distressing, most unpleasant to leave our homes here, Adar.” Sam waved his slender hands about in agitation.
 
   “I would be sad to see you go, friend. This is none of your doing. It is my fault and I will see to it as best I can. You have my word.”
 
   “That is what I wanted to hear. You are still welcome here, King Adar and your position is still available if you should decide to accept it with us. Your son, Prince John, did all that he could while he lived. He kept the peace and allowed the Golden Eagle’s son to do battle with the dark one in order to keep him happy, but Marco was never happy, Adar. He died a miserable old man. It was very disturbing. I had never witnessed such a death as his. To die for a cause is acceptable and worthy. To die simply because your body has grown old is not right. I do not wish to witness anymore such events and I do not want my people to see such things. They may lose heart. And then they may begin to fade. It cannot be allowed. If I must take them to the northlands, I will, but only because we would perish if we remain here.  This land is not for men. This land was given to us by the Creator and we do not mind sharing, but we would take back what is ours and wish that your kind would go back to your own lands. We would remain friends, but we cannot live together. It is not to be.”
 
   Mark Andrew nodded. “I will do what I can. Do you know... have you seen the Golden Eagle?”
 
   “Which one?” Sam looked up at him from his oddly slanted blue eyes. “The red or the black?”
 
   “The red or th...” Mark frowned. “Whattar ye sayin’?”
 
   “Do you speak of Lucius of Venetia whom we shot down as a bird and helped to heal or Carlisle of Wales whose red locks glow in the sun? His ancestors no doubt knew the elves of Eire at some point. Why he has hair like Paddy Puffingtowne, so red and curly. Such hair is not natural among men, Adar. And he has the beauty of the angels about his face. Of whom do you inquire?”
 
   “Either. Both.” Mark Andrew picked up his pace. His troubles had just doubled. “Whair air they?”
 
   “Lucius is at the palace of the dark one. Carlisle is with your grandsons, the son of the prophet and the son of the golden goddess. He and the Healer are at the seashore with the purple wizard.”
 
   “The Healer? Simon is with him?” Mark Andrew stopped and whistled loudly.
 
   “Simon of Grenoble is with him and with your brother, the Knight.”
 
   “My brother is on the beach?” The black stallion trotted from the woods and stopped in front of him. So much for a mind-clearing walk.
 
   “No. No. No.” Sam shook his head. “Your brother and the Healer are on their way back to the cottage in the meadow with your woman.”
 
   Mark Andrew climbed onto the flat gray saddle and took up the reins.
 
   “Oll roight. Which is it? Simon is on ‘is way to th’ cottage or on th’ beach?” Mark was undecided which way to go first. Simon was not in his right mind and he needed desperately to catch up with him as he had promised Edgard d’Brouchart he would before he disappeared into the Abyss again.
 
   “Both,” Sam told him and raised both eyebrows. “There are two Golden Eagles and two Simon of Grenobles. Of which do you inquire?”
 
   “The younger... no the older.” Mark Andrew frowned in confusion.
 
   “They are the same age, Adar.” Sam looked at him as if he were daft.
 
   Mark Andrew pressed his hands to his forehead and let go a low growl of frustration.
 
   “Th’ one with… the one wearing a black uniform like mine, with a red cross on the arm,” he said and slapped his hand over the red cross patee adorning his right upper sleeve.
 
   “Oh. He is on his way to the cottage,” Sam nodded. 
 
   Mark Andrew reined the stallion about and kicked his flanks lightly. The big horse bolted for the meadow. He would take care of Luke, Simon and this Merry first and then he would deal with the others.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Ho, there, grandsons of Adar,” Lemarik called out a greeting as he swayed down the beach toward the four men walking toward the cliffs.
 
   “What’s this?” Corrigan stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of the Djinni.
 
   “Ahhh.” The Djinni walked around the two Knights, looking at them first from one eye and then the other. “Ohhh. Simon of Grenoble. Mmmm. You are not looking well, friend.”
 
   “I am not your friend, sir.” Simon drew back from the wizard. 
 
   The wizard turned to Lavon.
 
   “Lavon, my precious son, who is this wonderful creature?” He asked as he leaned close to Corrigan and inhaled deeply of him. “I have not seen him before. You are of the race of the Tuatha?”
 
   “And I have not seen you before,” Corrigan told him indignantly. “What are you?”
 
   “This is Carlisle Corrigan, Uncle, Knight of the Golden Eagle,” Lavon interjected an introduction and shrugged.
 
   “Another one?” Lemarik frowned and looked closely at the man again. “Does Lucius of Venetia know about you?” He inhaled deeply of Corrigan’s scent. “I do not know of you.”
 
   “Who is Lucius of Venetia?” Carlisle asked in confusion. He did not like the sound of this.
 
   “You will meet him, if you travel on,” Lemarik told him. “But I did not come here to speak with you. I came to speak to the Healer about his daughter.”
 
   “My daughter?” Simon repeated in astonishment. “I have no daughter. No children. You have confused me with someone else.”
 
   “Ahhhh.” Lemarik lowered his head and closed one eye. “You are not Simon of Grenoble, the father of Oriel. You are Simon of Grenoble, the fatherless one. Ahhhh. Yes. Of course. I see now. Adar. Adar. My father has been very careless. This is not good. Not good at all.” The Djinni spun away from them on the sand. Small spurts of sand erupted about his feet and he waved his hands about in agitation.
 
   “Do you know what is going on here, Uncle?” Jozsef asked the Djinni when he had calmed down a bit. He and Lavon had taken to calling the Djinni ‘uncle’ since he was supposedly John Paul’s half-brother. The situation was very confusing to Jozsef. His mind repeated his favorite mantra. He simply wanted to take Anna and go back to Scotland. He wanted to cry for a year or two over his father’s death and he wanted to slip into oblivion, live a simple life and die a very old, but happy man. Was it too much to ask? Probably so.
 
   “It would seem that more came back with your grandfather than his woman and his brother.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Uncle?” Lavon asked.
 
   “Adar has returned from the other time. He has brought your grandmother back with him and now there are two Meredith Sinclairs,” he shivered and his robe changed colors from deep purple to light lavender and back again rapidly “the elder and the younger. He also brought back his brother and in the process, he brought back these two. This is Simon of Grenoble, but he is not our Simon. And this is a different Golden Eagle. Not Lucius. Not Adar’s Lucio. Ahhh. Ohhhh.” 
 
   The Djinni floated above the ground briefly and Simon crossed himself quickly. Lemarik settled back to the sand and pulled off his purple robe. He stood before them dressed in Lucio’s clothes as was his habit now. He reached up both hands to his beard and crumpled it in his hands. The beard seemed to melt away. He blinked slowly at them as he rolled up the purple robe and handed it to Lavon. 
 
   He seemed to forget about the two Knights momentarily and spoke with Lavon in a low voice. “Nicole has left us, son. She will go home to Scotland and I will go to Persia. I wanted to take Oriel with me, but she will not leave her Champlain. Come with me, my golden son. We will be glorious together.” Lavon’s mouth fell open. He had been begging and pleading with Oriel to tell him what she intended to do about Louis Champlain. He had told her that if she wanted to stay with Louis, that he would not put up a fight, that he only wanted her to be happy. “Come with me, Lavon.” Lemarik held out his hand. “My beautiful daughter needs a husband and my grandsons and my granddaughter need a father. Come with me, son.” Lemarik looked into the eyes of gold. Lavon reached out his hand and they were gone.
 
   Corrigan spun about and Simon looked all around. They turned on Jozsef and he stumbled backwards from them with his sword raised in front of him.
 
   “Where did they go?” Corrigan asked him. Ramsay’s ancient sword lay on the sand at Jozsef’s feet where Lavon had dropped it when he had vanished.
 
   “To Persia?” Jozsef’s eyes darted back and forth between the two Knights.
 
   Corrigan bent slowly to pick up the sword. He stood up and faced this new image of Luke Matthew. 
 
   “Come with us. A truce?” Corrigan held out an empty hand. “If what that.... that... if what he said is true, then we must find the Knight and we must find his brother, Mark Ramsay.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew rode directly to the front gate of the small cottage. The house stood as it always had and, again, he had to wonder who had built it and what magick had kept it standing for so long, unchanged.  The great old mulberry tree was scarred by the loss of one of its larger limbs, possibly from some storm since he had last been there. It seemed to have happened some time ago from the appearance of new growth around the scar, but the tree still stood in the yard, shading the well. A cacophony of birdsong erupted from the bright green leaves as the multitude of forest songbirds fought over the purple berries.
 
   “Ho, the cottage!” he called from the gate.
 
   Luke Matthew pulled the door open and looked out at him cautiously.
 
   “Brother? Ist ye?” He asked.
 
   “Aye. Tis me.” Mark Andrew answered tethered the reins to the gate and walked up the short walk made of field stone. He stepped up on the porch and then looked back at the meadow where he and Lucio had led the elves in their battle against the Dybbukym and the hobgoblins. It seemed like only a faery tale now and not an actual occurrence.
 
   Luke greeted him warmly and then Christopher came to hug him. Simon stood in the cottage in the center of the room, staring up at the rafters of the thatched roof. His sword hung limply in his hand, the tip touched the floor. He did not look at Mark Andrew, nor did he even seem to know that any of them were there. The Healer seemed to be listening to something they could not hear.
 
   “Simon?” Mark Andrew let go of Christopher and approached the priest slowly. 
 
   Merry sat in the willow rocker with her feet curled under her. She watched Mark Andrew with interest. What would he do now? This one had lost it. He was gone. Totally lost. The Healer had been standing motionless in the center of the small room for several hours now, simply staring up at the ceiling.  He would respond to nothing. Luke had tried everything short of running him through, but nothing had moved him. Luke had even picked him up in frustration and carried him outside into the yard, but he had slowly and determinedly walked directly back to the center of the room to take up this strange position, looking up at the rafters.
 
   “How long has he been like this?” Mark Andrew asked as he turned to look at Christopher and Luke.
 
   “Ist ‘ard t’ say, Brother.”  Luke shook his head. “A whoile. Evar since we retarned from th’ palace.”
 
   “What palace?” Mark Andrew raised his eyebrows. “Whose palace?”
 
   “I dunna know whose palace, brother, but I’ve ‘ad several encounters with people ‘ere who claim kin t’ ye. I saw a mon who looked more like me, brother, than ye do. And ‘e said ‘e was yur grandson. ‘e ‘ad more infurmation aboot me thon I wud ‘ave wanted any mon t’ know. This one ‘ere said ‘e was sworn t’ kill ‘im but th’ mon talked ‘is way roight out o’ dyin’ loike no mon I’ve evar seen. I dunna know wot is wrong with th’ ‘ealer, brother, but methinks it ‘as somethin’ t’ do with this place. We need t’ get ‘im ‘ome roight away.
 
   “Aye.” Mark Andrew waved one hand in front of Simon’s face. His brother did not know that he had taken up with the wrong Simon of Grenoble. “Who else came here with you, Luke?”
 
   “Corrigan,” Luke told him. “‘e took th’ wooman and ‘auled ‘er off to th’ palace. I saw th’ Ritter thair, I think. ‘e looked loike th’ Ritter and ‘e ‘ad some women thair, but I didna see Corrigan.”
 
   “Ahh.” Mark Andrew nodded. They had been to Konrad’s palace and seen him with his family. He turned to Merry. “Who took you to the palace?”
 
   “We went to two palaces.” She tossed her curly hair. “But it was not Corrigan who took me there. It was an Italian. He said his name was Lucio Dambretti and he said that he was the Knight of the Golden Eagle.” She smiled and shook her head. “Things just get curiouser and curiouser. Anyway, everyone seemed to know him. One of them called him Bambino, another called him Papa and a third called him Uncle. He seems to be quite well traveled and he has a terrible temper. And the one called Nicole? She is most definitely in love with him. I could tell.”
 
   “That’s preposterous!” Mark said and frowned. 
 
   “Just because she’s your daughter, doesn’t mean that she’s perfect,” Merry laughed. “You seem to have quite a little road show here, Sir Ramsay. How do I fit into it?”
 
   “Christopher.” Mark turned to his apprentice. “Stay here with Simon and Merry. Brother! Come with me.”
 
   Mark Andrew went outside the fence to the horse. He walked a goodly distance into the meadow and then turned about with one hand pressed to his forehead and the other on his left hip. He drew a deep breath and then took Luke by the shoulders.
 
   “Now listen very carefully, brother.” He looked into Luke’s eyes. “No. No. Don’t worry about listening. Just look at me. I want you to see this and then maybe you will understand. I will try not to show you too much, but whatever you see, I want you to know that you are one of the main reasons that all of this is happening. Are you ready?”
 
   “Ready fur wot?” Luke asked and looked about the empty meadow.
 
   “This.” Mark placed one hand on his brother’s forehead and looked into his eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry stood watching the exchange between the brothers in abstract fascination. She watched as Mark placed his hand on Luke’s forehead and then she tilted her head to one side curiously as the big Knight sank to his knees in the grass. Mark held him up by one arm and then knelt in front of him.
 
   “Weird,” she said and raised both eyebrows. “Are they always like this?”
 
   “Not always,” Christopher told her from where he watched at the door. “They’re usually pretty normal guys. I mean to be so old and archaic in their thinking. Pretty normal. Good men. Both of them.”
 
   “How did you come to be with them?” she asked and walked around the catatonic priest, plucking at his clothes.
 
   “I am Sir Ramsay’s... Mark’s apprentice. He is the Assassin. The Knight of Death and I am his apprentice. He saved me from going to prison in America and brought me here a couple of years ago. I was an idiot. He saved my life. I don’t know why he did it. I met him in the subway and I thought he was a tourist, you know, because he acted strange and his accent of course. To make a long story short, I tried to rob him. It didn’t work out.”
 
   “I would think not,” Merry laughed. She could not imagine Mark Ramsay in a subway in New York. “What was he doing there? Don’t make your story short. Tell me. We have nothing else to do.”
 
   “He was looking for something.” Christopher sat down on the bench by the table. “He had his sword in a long black case slung over his shoulder and a package under his arm. I thought that the case looked expensive and that it might have something I could sell inside it, like one of those custom-made cue sticks? So I gave him a hand in getting on the subway and offered to help him carry his stuff for a few bucks. He’s big on charity, you know. Anyway, when we got off the train, I took off with the case. He chased me down the tunnels. Most people are afraid to run off into the tunnels. You can get lost down there in a hurry. It’s a real scary place, but I guess my Master had seen scarier places.” Christopher smiled ruefully. “Naturally, after he chased me for what seemed like hours and miles, I began to get a bit tired, but he didn’t. He caught up with me in a really bad part of town and then dragged me up through a storm drain into a really nasty alley. I didn’t know whether to be more afraid of where we were or of him. So there we were, fighting in this alley over the case and he’s still holding this package under his arm. He’s trashing me with one arm and holding this package, see? So I know I’m in trouble so I give up and hand over the case. I just wanted to get out of there.” 
 
   “There was or is a gang there called the Dogs. A really, really tough street gang, dangerous dudes. Everybody was afraid of them. They’d almost taken over the whole island. Nobody went down there anymore, but there we were and naturally, there they were. About ten or so showed up just as I was handing over the case. So now we’re on the same side because these guys would just kill both of us and take everything. That’s when I saw the Golden Sword of the Cherubim for the first time and that’s the first time I ever saw someone get their head cut smooth off their shoulders without the slightest effort. I had my daggers, see? I was taking lessons from an old dude who used to be in the Special Forces and he was teaching me to fight with two daggers. I thought I was real bad. Anyway, I was doing pretty good, but Sir Ramsay could have taken them all with his sword. A couple of them had guns, pistols. So they start shooting everything. Bullets were ricocheting off the bricks and the dumpsters and I knew we were going to die. Sir Ramsay killed three or four of them. It was hard to tell how many were dead and I got another one for sure and stabbed one or two, I think. He grabbed me by the arm and shoved me down the drain again. Now, you have to understand that all this time, he’s still carrying this damned package under his arm. We go sliding down the drain, sword, daggers, package, arms and legs. It was a nightmare and when we hit bottom, we kept going and ended up in the sewer. My life flashed before my eyes at least a dozen times.” 
 
   “When we dragged up further down the road, I was cut. Here.” He pointed to his face and dragged one finger down from the corner of his eye to his jaw bone. It was laid open and hurting like hell. He pulled me out and dragged me to a store there. The man there was horrified and didn’t want to do anything for us. I guess because we looked pretty bad and smelled pretty bad, too. But Sir Ramsay convinced him otherwise and he called the cops for him. They arrested me, of course, and took me to jail. I thought the infection would kill me, but I made it through and then I was waiting for my trial. I knew I’d go to prison because I had a record... a long one. A regular rap sheet they called it. I didn’t have any money for a lawyer and I knew I was sunk.”
 
   “So what happened?” She asked.
 
   “Well, I couldn’t believe it.” He smiled. “I’m sitting there in jail one day, feeling sorry for myself and they tell me I have a visitor. Nobody knows me. I got no family. No friends to speak of. So I go down and there he is. I think, oh, he’s come back to kill me, too. But he bailed me out. Cut a deal with the judge and brought me to Scotland. He took me to Switzerland to a real fancy hospital and they fixed my face. See?” He turned his face toward her. There was no sign of a scar there now.
 
   “I don’t know why he did it. He never told me. He’s just a good man. I couldn’t believe he was a monk or a priest. That’s what I thought he was at first. But now I know how lucky I was. I owe him my life in more ways than one. There is nothing I would not do for him.”
 
   “So what was in it?” Merry asked.
 
   “What was in what?” he asked in confusion.
 
   “The damned package he had under his arm. It must have been really special.” She frowned.
 
   “Oh. That... well. When we got to the store... see the proprietor, he didn’t like the looks of us or how we smelled and he thought we were going to rob him or something and he started panicking and yelling and stuff and Sir Ramsay... he was already aggravated and you know how he gets when he’s aggravated. Anyway, he got hold of the clerk and he shoved him up against the wall and held the sword against his throat. Man. I thought that clerk was dead for sure. He almost sh... He was quite frightened. Anyhow, Sir Ramsay was speaking some kind of foreign language to him by now and I thought he’d lost his mind. So he’s leaning into this guy and I think... well, I think I can get the package and get away with it while he’s distracted, so I grab the thing and start to take off with it. I made it to the door and put my hand on the door knob and whang. All of a sudden, there’s this dagger sticking in the door frame about an inch from my head. Needless to say, I changed my mind. So he comes and knocks me upside the head and then takes the package from me while I’m sitting there on the floor bleeding and moaning and groaning like an idiot and the storekeeper is screaming and yelling. He just calmly sets this package on the floor and unwraps it to check to see if it’s broke or something.” Christopher laughed. 
 
   “Yeah... yeah.” Merry was truly engrossed in the story. “What was it?.”
 
   “I almost choked when I saw what I was trying to make off with. I got my brains bashed out for an old crockery bowl. All chipped and cracked and just plain ugly. I started laughing like I was hysterical or something. And guess what he did?”
 
   “What?” Her eyes widened.
 
   “He yanked me up and made me come and kneel down in front of the bowl and then he made me cross myself like I was going to confession and he kept popping me on the back of the head until I confessed all my sins and then he made me kiss the bowl.. I thought he was a nut.”
 
   “He is a nut,” Merry agree wholeheartedly. “They’re all nuts.”
 
   “No they’re not. I deserved exactly what I got. Of course, I did not know it at the time. That was a very special relic... very special,” Christopher’s voice trailed off as if he was remembering something that made him sad or upset. “I still don’t understand why he’d want to come back for me. I was just a thief and a fool and I thought I was really something.”
 
   Merry rocked forward and went to look at Simon again. She had thought she saw him move. 
 
   “Maybe it was because you look like his brother,” she said and smiled at him. He did favor Luke a bit and for that matter, he favored Mark Andrew. Black hair, blue eyes. Same color complexion. “Weird,” she said as she got up and walked around the priest again.
 
   “Simon?” She leaned close to the priest’s ear. “Ohhh, Siiimon?”
 
   “Stop it,” Christopher told her. “That’s irreverent and disrespectful. He is a man of God and you should not do that. It is a sin.”
 
   “A sin? What?” She frowned at him. “Which thou-shalt-not did I do? Is it a sin to look at him?”
 
   “In that way, yes.” Christopher came to look at Simon’s face. The Healer’s expression was one of complete serenity as if he were posing for a painter or a sculptor.
 
   “You’re looking at him,” she said and reached to thump a tiny red and white beetle from the priest’s shoulder.
 
   “But I am looking at him out of concern,” Christopher explained and backed away and then went to look at the two brothers in the meadow. They were up again and Mark Andrew was talking rapidly to Luke who stood with his head down as if listening intently.
 
   “What do you suppose is wrong with him?” Merry brushed her fingers against his cheek. “He is almost pretty... for a man.”
 
   “He does look well, doesn’t he?” Christopher came back to look at him again. “His color is very good. And he looks like he’s gained weight, but I would say that’s impossible.”
 
   “He did seem a bit fragile for an immortal Knight. But he looks better now. Why do you say it’s impossible? Haven’t you been eating?”
 
   “As a matter of fact... no,” Christopher shook his head. “Have you noticed any food around here? I’m starving. I did eat some of the mulberries, but they made my stomach hurt.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry.” Merry frowned. She actually felt guilty. The people at the first palace had fed them quite well.
 
   “But he has never looked so well physically, I mean,” Christopher told her. “He’s usually pale and he throws up a lot. I don’t know what is wrong with him. I’ve heard rumors, but they are irreverent and none of my business. He is a good man. He would do most anything for you if you need him. And he is very easy on confession. Not like Sir Barry or the Ritter. God save me from confession with the Ritter.” Christopher laughed softly. “Simon is the closest thing I know to a saint.”
 
   “He certainly looks like one now. A statue of one, at any rate.” She plucked at an errant string on the pocket of his shirt. “Why is he wearing this?”
 
   “I don’t know that either,” Christopher shook his head. “But I love his sword. Can you see the hilt? Sir Ramsay has promised to make me one, but he hasn’t decided on the design yet.”
 
   Merry leaned down to look at the pair of entwined serpents with the sapphire eyes. It was remarkable.
 
   “Gorgeous. Are those real sapphires?” She leaned her hands on her knees.
 
   “What do you think?” Christopher asked sarcastically. “You really don’t know much about them.”  
 
   Mark Andrew was walking his brother up and down the meadow now, back and forth, they walked. A few yards in one direction and then back. Luke was talking now, waving his hands about animatedly.
 
   “Nothing much. Just what Cecile told me,” Merry agreed with the apprentice and straightened up and folded her arms across her stomach. She was slightly taller than the Healer. She looked into his eyes and froze. He was looking at her, not up at the ceiling. His large blue eyes were like crystal clear orbs. It was like looking into a kaleidoscope. She saw colors and brilliant flashes of light and what looked like planets and stars and moons and then she saw herself dressed in a long yellow gown standing on the porch of this same cottage. Then she saw herself inside a great chapel of magnificent proportions with wonderful paintings covering the walls and ceiling. The Sistine Chapel. She had seen it before on television and in the art classes in college. She stood before the altar with a long piece of white lace over her head. And the Healer was with her. Simon crushed a glass under his foot and then kissed her. Luke Matthew stood in front of her and another man. A priest. A wedding? She blinked and felt as if she were falling and then all sorts of sights and sounds and people and events crowded in on her mind at once. More than she could comprehend, overwhelming and bizarre and she was there in every scene with all those strangers and people she knew but did not know. She saw some of the people from the palace there. Children. Dragons. Ghosts. Tombs. Pyramids and crypts. The Ark of the Covenant. Angels. A church on fire and a white Knight on a white horse. The Knight hugged her close to him in a circle of fire and called her ‘mother’. John Paul. John Paul.
 
   “John Paul! John Paul!” she shrieked and then felt someone shaking her.
 
   “Meredith!” Simon looked into her face. His eyes were wide and his face was pale. “Meredith. Wake up.”
 
   She shook her head and then looked up as Mark Andrew pulled her free from the Healer’s grasp. Everything moved in slow motion like a dream or a nightmare.
 
   “Simon,” she heard Mark’s voice above all others. “What have you done?”
 
   “Nothing!” She heard Simon’s voice drifting through her mind. “I was thinking and then she was screaming for John Paul.”
 
   “She doesn’t know John Paul, Simon,” Mark told him.
 
   Mark Andrew came to look into her eyes.
 
   “Mark Andrew?” Simon leaned over her and put his hand on Mark’s shoulder. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Mark Andrew’s face disappeared and Luke leaned over her. Luke Matthew. John Paul. They were one and the same. No. Luke Matthew was dead. John Paul was her son. But she didn’t have a son, especially not a grown son. And John Paul was dead as well. No. No. This was not right.
 
   “No. No. This is not right,” she heard Simon’s voice again. “Why is he here? And Christopher? Why is Christopher here? Why am I here? What happened to Merry? She doesn’t even know me anymore.”
 
   “Simon, come away.” Mark Andrew’s voice sounded very far away now. “Help me with her.”
 
   She was vaguely aware of being lifted from the floor and then she was flying again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten of Nineteen
 
   but violence covereth the mouth of the wicked
 
    
 
    
 
   Konrad stepped out onto the balcony and flipped open the iron, jade and copper ring. The Knight of Death’s apprentice then looked about quickly for the mighty Djinn and then rushed to the banister and grabbed Lemarik’s hand when he heard him shriek. The Djinni dangled over the side of the balcony. He was without his robe. He climbed over the banister and jumped down to the tile floors.
 
   “I really must do something about that,” Lemarik muttered and looked back at the railing. “What do you want, Konrad? I was really very busy. My palace is in need of repair. I believe there must have been a landslide or an earthquake. The pool was dry and there is much debris in the lower passages that will need to be cleared. If you...”
 
   “Hush,” Konrad frowned at him. “Did you take your family back to Arabia?”
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes. Those who would go,” Lemarik told him in irritation.
 
   “And where is Jozsef?” Konrad asked him.
 
   “He is here.” The Djinni looked about as if searching for him. “Or he should be here. He was on his way here with the Healer who is not our Healer and the other Golden Eagle who is not our Golden Eagle. Lavon has gone with me and he will become Aurora’s new husband since Oriel no longer wants either of us. We will be glorious together. Lavon, Omar and Adalune. You must come and visit sometime, Konrad. William will be there, of course, and he will be most glad to see you.”
 
   “You’re drifting again…” Konrad growled and reached to pull him back down on the balcony. “I want to know about this thing in the caves.”
 
   “Ohhhh. Ahhhh,” the Djinni shuddered all the way to his toes and blinked his large dark eyes at him. “I do not want to speak of that, Master. I am leaving this place and I suggest that you do the same and do not forget to take your family with you.” Lemarik craned his neck to look back into the main hall of the palace. “Is Omar here? He should have been here by now. He was coming to see Nicole.”
 
   “He’s here,” Konrad told him urgently. “That is why I have called you here. I want you to take Nicole with you. She is playing Sir Dambretti for a fool and he will hear nothing of it. She claims she wants to go home to Scotland… to her mother and her father. She cares nothing for them. You know this to be true.”
 
   “But, Master,” Lemarik scowled at him. “She does not want my son for her husband any longer and it would be useless to take her against her will. She would only make him miserable. He has endured her for one lifetime. Is that not enough for you?” The mighty Djinn spread his hands before Konrad. “What you ask is a crime in your country. I would ask you not to ask me to do this. If she does not come of her own free will, then Omar will not have her. She will be an outcast and she will have no one. Her own children avoid her. Only my beautiful granddaughter, Aurora, has the grace and temperament to befriend her. I implore you not to impel me to do this thing.”
 
   “I will not have her in Scotland with me and with my family. She is evil through and through. Only your presence has made her docile. There were none here who would fall prey to her vile treacheries. You would loose her upon the Order. Already, she had begun to work her magick on the Golden Eagle. You know Dambretti quite well. You know that he is easy fodder for such a one as Nicole. He is unreasonable and arrogant and he will fall as surely as we stand here. Would you see him trapped again by someone like Yasmin?”
 
   “No. No. No.” Lemarik shook his head and looked absolutely miserable. “I would not see anyone in such a situation. I am quite fond of Lucius of Venetia, but you are quite right. He would fall. Allow me to visit Adar, instead. Adar can talk to him about his daughter. They can work it out. Nicole is Adar’s daughter. I cannot steal her away.”
 
   “You can and you will!” Konrad growled and advanced on him a few steps. “If you do not do as I say, I will confine you to this ring and never let you out.”
 
   “You would not do such a thing. Adar told you to set me free and yet you hold the ring still after all these years.” Lemarik swayed about the balcony and eyed the man warily. “What will Adar say when he sees that you did not do as he asked? You are sworn to obey the Grand Master of the Order. He is your Master and your King.”
 
   “He will do nothing,” Konrad shrugged. “He is no longer my Master. I will be a Knight when I return to Scotland. I will be on equal footing with Sir Dambretti and the rest of them. I have already made my demands known to Ramsay.”
 
   “Ahhhh. You would make demands of Adar? You are very brave, Konrad.” Lemarik raised his dark brows. “You have been practicing great magick here. I have seen something of it. If I take the woman, I will kill her. There will be nothing else I can do. She will encumber my son and I will not allow that.”
 
   “Your son. Your son is nothing.” Konrad was becoming very tired of listening to the Djinni sing the praises of his precious son. “What is it that you think he is supposed to do, Adalune? Save the world? Drive the Infidels from the Middle East? Give the land back to the Djinn? Don’t make me laugh. He does nothing but sit on a cushion all day and muse about the meaning of life. Your son possesses no divine mysteries. He had no powers, nothing. I’ll tell you what life means, sir. It means that you have to go on day after day when there is nothing to go on for. At least the Templars have a purpose and a goal. Men cannot live without a goal. Something to live for. Here, there is nothing but day after day.” Konrad waved his arms about the balcony and toward the sea cliff beyond. “My wife paints the walls of this palace day after day and there is no one to admire her work. No one to even say ‘hey. That’s really nice, Lucia.’ No one to care. My sons have grown up knowing nothing of life. They wander about in the woods talking to faeries. They live in a fantasy world. Your son Omar is nothing more than another of these faeries.”
 
   “That is most rude and not true at all!” Lemarik objected. He was truly hurt by Konrad’s cold words. “My son is the prophesied one. He will rule the world some day and it will be a better place. A happy place. A peaceful place for both men and the Djinni. And his children will be a special race, neither man nor Djinni, but a perfection of both.”
 
   “You are dreaming,” Konrad threw his head back and laughed whole-heartedly. “Now go and do what I have told you to do. Take her and go back to Arabia. And when you get there, be sure to tell William that I will expect him home very soon. Or else I will come for him and his children.”
 
   “And if I refuse?” Lemarik drew himself up to his full height.
 
   “As I said, I will...”
 
   “You will what, Konrad?” 
 
   The son of the Ritter turned about to see Omar Adam Kadif standing inside the main hall looking at him blandly.
 
   “I’ll put him away and you will never see him again,” Konrad told him angrily. “I’ll not have your wife ruining my life.”
 
   “You will do nothing with my father,” Omar said quietly, smiled and reached down to pick up an oddly shaped bundle of white linen from the floor.
 
   “And what are you going to do, Ajax? Put a tablecloth over my head?” Konrad eyed the bundle suspiciously. “I’ve had enough of you and your philosophies. They mean nothing here.”
 
   “Oh, no, nothing like that,” Omar began to unwrap the bundle. “I have something to show you, Konrad.”
 
   “Really? I’m not interested,” Konrad said sarcastically and turned back to Lemarik. “In the ring. Now!”
 
   The Djinni closed his eyes and pressed his hands to his ears. “No. No. I won’t...” The Djinni evaporated in a fine purple mist. Konrad turned back to face Omar and stopped short at the sight of the horrid, mummified head of a baby in his outstretched hands.
 
   “Look upon the product of your precious Order, Konrad,” Omar told him darkly. “Look upon the pits of hell and the oblivion of the Abyss. See what your precious Order brings to the world of men.”
 
   A terrible blackness and an unearthly screeching wail seemed to fly at him from the withered eye sockets of the thing. Konrad threw up his arm to shield his eyes and was knocked backwards by a great force. He struck the banister and flipped over it. His hands grappled at the wrought iron railings and caught on the bottom rail. He looked up as Omar approached the banister and looked over at him. 
 
   “Turnabout is fair play, so they say, Konrad.” Omar looked down at him dispassionately. “I believe you once had my brother, Lavon, at a similar disadvantage.”
 
   “You are insane!” Konrad shouted up at him.
 
   “No. No. No. No. No.” Omar said as he knelt on the tiles and began to pry his ring finger from the metal. He took hold of the ring and pulled it roughly from Konrad’s finger. “Tell your Master that I have his precious treasure. Tell Suleymon to come and take it back.” Omar stood up and backed away from the railing. 
 
   Konrad heard his footsteps retreating across the marbled floors of the hall.
 
   “Damn it!” Konrad cursed and skittered his boots against the smooth side of the fortress. There was nothing to give him a footing. His hands were sweating now and he felt himself slipping. He was immortal, but he had his limitations. If he fell from this height, he would most likely break his neck among other things and that would not be good. “Help!” He shouted a word completely foreign to his vocabulary. “Help me. Someone. Anyone!” His fingers began their final fatal slip on the iron.
 
   He hung his head between his arms and looked down. He could see nothing but the rocky slope of the plain below the curving surface of the palace. He closed his eyes and resigned himself to the fall. His fingers cleared the iron and someone gripped both his wrists.
 
   “Thank you, God,” he said and looked up at the face of a stranger. The red haired man’s face was pressed painfully against the railings as he struggled to hold onto the heavy apprentice. 
 
   “Give us a hand here, Simon!” The red-haired man grumbled and more hands reached for him. They hauled him up slowly and he tumbled over the railing onto the stone floor.
 
   Simon helped him up. He stood up and looked from one face to another. Simon of Grenoble, looking quite sick, but without the black combat uniform, a stranger dressed in regular street clothes and Jozsef Daniel.
 
   “Thank you,” Konrad said when he had regained some of his composure. His heart was pounding in his ears. “You must be Corrigan.”
 
   “That’s true,” the redhead nodded. “And who, sir, are you?”
 
   “I am Konrad von Hetz.”
 
   “No you’re not.” Corrigan shook his head. How much more of this could he take?
 
   “Yes, he is. He is the Ritter’s son. This is his palace,” Jozsef told him and went to look over the railing. “How did you get to be in such a position, Konrad? Did Omar do this?”
 
   “Holy Mary,” Corrigan crossed himself and looked closely at Konrad. “You look like your father, but you are easier to look at.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” Konrad said derisively and glanced at Jozsef, but did not answer his question. He did not want to tell him what had happened. “I am quite flattered. But Simon. What is wrong? You look rather ill.”
 
   “I am quite well, if it is any of your concern, friend.” Simon was obviously offended by this stranger’s familiarity with him. He was doubly concerned because the other one, called Jozsef, had made the same comment. Was there some truth to what the strange creature they had met on the beach had said? Was there really someone else running about here with his face and his name?
 
   “Oh, touchy, aren’t we? So you are the other Simon?” Konrad asked. “My, my. What a tangled web we weave when we time travel. I would offer you something to eat, but we have no food. We have been cut off, so to speak. The elves are fed up with us and we were just on our way to Scotland. Care to join us?”
 
   “Brother,” Jozsef spoke up. “Lavon is gone. He left with the...”
 
   “I know,” Konrad cut him off and glanced over at the railing. “I was just speaking with Lemarik and his beautiful son, Ajax. He left me... dangling.”
 
   Corrigan glanced at Simon.
 
   “Did you say Scotland?” Carlisle smiled. “We would like nothing better than to go to Scotland.”
 
   “Good,” Konrad quipped, stuck out his own hand and eyed the ancient sword the man held. “Truce, then?”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “It is not all that bad.” Lucio brushed back Nicole’s hair and inspected the bruise on her face. “You should have screamed or shouted sooner.” They were in the room that Konrad had provided for Nicole.
 
   “I couldn’t,” she cried into his jacket. “I was so afraid.”
 
   “But he let you go?” Lucio asked and looked about, expecting the worst. He did not want to face Omar Kadif. There was something about him that made him very nervous.
 
   “Yes. He said he never wanted to see me again and that I would never see my children or my grandchildren again,” she continued to play up the part of the abused wife. She held the heavy silver mirror behind her. The one she had struck herself in the face with after Omar had said his goodbyes. She had almost, but not quite felt sorry for the Djinni’s son. He had actually gotten on his knees and asked her to come with him to Arabia. He had promised her everything. Offered her the world, but she did not want to go to Arabia with him or anywhere else with him. He was too religious. He had no sense of humor and no sense of adventure. He was just too perfect. She couldn’t even have a good fight with him, but the Italian had a grand sense of humor and a short temper. He would be more fun. She wanted to go to Scotland and from Scotland, perhaps America. America was an exciting place. She had read all about it when she was younger. She and Luke had planned on going to America together, but she would go without him. If she played this thing right, Lucio Dambretti would take her. He surely knew about America. 
 
   “Now stop crying.” He wiped her tears with his thumbs and smiled at her. “I have to go and find Ruth and the others. We will be leaving here very soon. Your father will be beside himself if I don’t get back to him soon. Your mother will be overjoyed to see you have come home.”
 
   “But what about that other Meredith? The one that those men took? And why did that man look so much like my father and not know me? I thought it was him and I almost screamed when he came in with the Healer. Who is he?”
 
   “He is your Uncle Luke. Your real uncle Luke. Your father’s twin brother.” Lucio held her as she hugged him again. 
 
   “I was so frightened and then you came in and they backed off. They were afraid of you. I know they were. I could tell,” she told him. “You saved us all.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think I’d go that far,” he said and pushed her back. “I think they got what they wanted and they left. Luke is just confused. He doesn’t realize what has happened to him. He will be all right once your father has explained everything to him... I hope.” Lucio was glad that the task would not fall to him. Luke had never been the friendliest person in the world according to Louis Champlain and Barry of Sussex. He would be a very formidable foe. “You’ll probably like him.”
 
   “He is my real uncle?” She looked up at him. “You are not my real uncle. You know, I never thought of that before. I mean, that you are not my real uncle by blood. You’ve always been a part of the family.”
 
   “Si`, I am your uncle, just not by blood.” He nodded and accentuated each word carefully, hoping that she would get his meaning. He had a very bad feeling about her. “Now let’s go and find the others.”
 
   “Lucio.” She held onto his hand. She had dropped the uncle already. “I just want you to know that I am eternally grateful to you for helping me.”
 
   “It is nothing. Now, let’s go and find the others.” 
 
   “You are still in love with Ruth?” she asked him.
 
   “Oh, no, no. That was a long time ago.” He shook his head slowly.
 
   “And what about this new Merry? She does not belong to my father like my mother does. I know that you were married to Meredith Sinclair before my father was married to her. Do you... would you... is there some possibility that you and this Merry... I mean, do you still have feelings for her? You did bring her here. You did steal her away from Uncle Luke.”
 
   “Oh, no. It was nothing like that.” He shook his head adamantly. “That, too, was a long time ago.”
 
   “Good.” She smiled up at him. 
 
   She was much shorter than her mother. He wondered why he had never noticed this before.
 
   “Thank you, Lucio.” She kissed his nose. “You’re so sweet.”
 
   Sweet? He scratched his head and then left her to look for Ruth and Lucia. They really should get moving, if they were leaving. Things were getting really strange and he did not want to give Omar time to change his mind and come back for his wife. He would take her home and then let Mark Andrew settle it. She was, after all, the Grand Master’s daughter. Mark Andrew would appreciate him saving his daughter for him. Then he would have his daughter back and Mark Andrew would have his daughter back and they would live happily ever after. Yeah, right. There was still the problem of two Golden Eagles, two Simons, Luke Matthew, two Meredith Nicholes. Two Meredith Nicholes. Hmmm. Perhaps the old argument could be ended once and for all. It would take some doing, but he had won her heart once before and he now knew where he had made his mistakes. Of course, she was pregnant with John Paul, but John Paul had been a good kid. A fine boy, in fact. Things couldn’t get much worse, could they? And Mark Andrew could not keep both of them. It would not be right at all. Merry... this Merry would have to be dealt with. They could not let her go now and she would not want to stay with the other Merry. She would have to be taken care of. He would volunteer. It was the least he could do and who knew her better than anyone with the exception of Mark Andrew... he crossed himself quickly as his irreverent plan took shape in his head.
 
   “Bambino!” Ruth hurried down the hall toward him.
 
   “Santa Maria.” He caught her in his arms and spun her around. “What is it?”
 
   “Look at me.” She was almost hysterical.
 
   “What? What is it?” He asked as he looked her over for obvious injuries.
 
   “See here.” She pointed to the corner of her right eye.
 
   “Did you get something in your eye?” He looked closely at her large dark eye.
 
   “No. No. Wrinkles. I am getting old,” she told him.
 
   He looked closer and saw tiny lines at the corners of her eyes.
 
   “You are still beautiful to me.” He smiled and she slapped his arm.
 
   “I didn’t have those yesterday,” she wailed. “I am growing old now before my eyes. Just like the horror movies. Now I will shrivel up and turn into a skeleton and my skin will blow away and my hair will fall out. And my eyes will sink into my head and worms will come out of my eye sockets and… and…”
 
   “Santa Maria,” Lucio shook his head. “You will not shrivel up.” He hugged her. “We are going home. This place is no good anymore for us.”
 
   He wondered if she might have a point. Whatever had been keeping her young was gone. He could only imagine that the Djinni had been keeping her young all this time and now the Djinni was gone or at least he was leaving and she would no longer be under his protection.
 
   “Come on now, don’t cry,” he told her. “I’ll take you back to Scotland and then we’ll find a nice place for you in Italy. Wherever you want to go.”
 
   “And you will come and visit me?” She looked up at him.
 
   “Oh... sure. Of course.” He hugged her again and looked up at the vaulted ceiling. He looked over her shoulder at the sound of voices in the hall and saw Simon of Grenoble walking with Konrad toward him.
 
   “Simon,” Dambretti whispered, let go of her and ran toward the Healer.
 
   Simon stopped and stared at him. Konrad held up one hand and shouted but Lucio grabbed the Healer, hugging him tightly and spinning him around. Simon pushed him away roughly and he came to rest against someone else, whom he did not recognize. A youngish man with impossibly bright red curls, looked up at him and then raised a sword between them, pressing the tip against his chin.
 
   “And who are you, sir? Another of Ramsay’s grandsons?” The man held a golden dagger in his other hand with a stylized image of Horus on the hilt.
 
   “Brother.” Konrad smiled tightly at his father-in-law. “Allow me to introduce Carlisle Corrigan, poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple, Knight of the Golden Eagle.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “When she wakes up, take her to our house in Scotland,” Ramsay said and stood looking down at Merry who lay on the bed in the cottage. She did not appear to be sleeping as her eyes were open and she stared at the ceiling, but her breathing was regular and her pulse was strong. “Do not allow her to speak with anyone except d’Brouchart should he request to see her. Do not relate anything that has occurred here to anyone until I come there.” He turned to Simon. “Are you all right now, Brother?” He asked him again.
 
   “I am well enough,” Simon frowned at him. “I only want to leave this place.”
 
   “Good.” Mark Andrew hugged him and kissed him lightly. “Remember not to say too much to your father until I return and we can sort this out. I promise I will bring your daughter to you.”
 
   Simon nodded and looked down at himself again. He did not remember coming here and he did not know why he was dressed in his black combat uniform. There was blood smeared on his forearms and hands.
 
   “Whose blood?” He asked and looked up at Luke Matthew.
 
   “Yur own, Brother.” Luke looked away from him. Luke’s head was still reeling from everything he had learned from his brother. He was very tired and only wanted to rest.
 
   “Then all the more reason to hurry,” Simon muttered as he brushed at the dried blood in his hands. It could only mean that he’d had another close encounter with the powers of darkness from the Abyss. He needed to get home to check on Andy and he had to put some distance between himself and whatever was roaming this pristine world.
 
   “Christopher will come with me,” Mark Andrew told them. “It will lend more credence to my existence when I find Corrigan and... and... the others. Corrigan will be a hard sell.”
 
   “Aye. Twill be difficult t’ get ‘im clear o’ this place without a wee fight. At least we ‘ave th’ wooman. But ye ‘ave a long road ahead o’ ye, brother. ‘ave ye any plans fur th’ future? Wot will ye do with th’ lass when she goes rabbit? She’ll nae want t’ stay withee. She wants t’ go ‘ome and now she ‘as no ‘ome t’ go to.”
 
   “I’m thinking on that, Brother.” Mark Andrew leaned over the bed and kissed Merry lightly on the forehead.
 
   “I might be able to help you out in that regard.” Simon stood at the foot of the bed looking at Merry. “I had asked Sister Meredith to marry me again when I thought you weren’t coming back.”
 
   Mark Andrew’s mouth fell open.
 
   “Well, you weren’t coming back, Brother, were you?” Simon looked at him incredulously. “You didn’t plan to come back. You left us high and dry and you had no intention of returning. Surely you didn’t think life stopped here just because you were elsewhere? You have your Meredith. You cannot keep two. It would be an unpardonable sin. She will need someone who understands all of this to look after her. It would be only a matter of winning her heart. If we can keep her here long enough, I believe I can do that. I would, after all, have a slight advantage as I already know her quite well.” One blond eyebrow shot up as if to challenge the Knight of Death to object.
 
   Mark Andrew took a step toward the Healer and Luke Matthew caught his arm.
 
   “Th’ ‘ealer is roight, brother,” Luke told him. “But this is not th’ toime t’ decoide th’ future. P’raps I cud give ‘im a go fur th’ gold? She is a comely lass and I can see whoy ye moight ‘ave been so taken with ‘er. She needs a wee bit o’ education and wee bit less temper, but she’d make a foine woife.”
 
   “You too?” Mark’s eyes grew very wide. He had not expected this. Here they were making plans to marry her and she had been with them only a few short days. What was God trying to do to him now? “I’ll hear no more of this talk. Take her… Escort her to Scotland when she wakes and keep your eyes on her and keep your hands to yourself… and yur woily ways! Wait for me before you make any decisions. Do you hear me?”
 
   “Aye,” Luke nodded and smiled at his brother before chuckling softly.
 
   They would both be wanting to kill him when they learned that she was pregnant. How much worse could it get?
 
   “Christopher Stewart!” Mark barked shortly and turned on his heel and headed out the front door of the cottage. He stopped at the gate and whistled. Presently a white horse galloped into view out on the meadow and headed toward the cottage. He climbed onto the black stallion and jerked his head toward the white horse.
 
   “Yer roide,” he said shortly.
 
   They set off across the meadow in the direction of the castle fortress on the sea cliff. They rode into the forest side by side. Christopher glanced at his Master from time to time and finally could hold his peace no longer.
 
   “Master,” he said with an unintentional urgency that made Mark Andrew draw up his reins, stopping the horse. He turned about expecting to see something about to attack them.
 
   “Wot.” He frowned when he saw nothing eminently dangerous.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Christopher apologized when realized his mistake too late. “I did not mean to startle you, Sir.”
 
   “Hmmph.” Mark Andrew snorted and kicked his horse in irritation.
 
   “I have been thinking.” Christopher would not be put off.
 
   “Thinking is a dangerous occupation,” Mark Andrew said, surprising him somewhat. “It generally leads to action and action leads to trouble.”
 
   “That is not what you have been teaching me.” Christopher was taken aback by this reversal in philosophy. Mark Andrew had been telling him for three years to stop and think. Stop and think.
 
   “Oh? I must have forgotten to mention it,” the Knight of Death told him.
 
   “At any rate...” Christopher was unsure of whether this was supposed to be more dark humor or if his Master was serious. “I’ve been thinking and I believe that I have discerned the nature of our dilemma.”
 
   “Oh? And what is the nature of our dilemma?” He would welcome a fresh view point if there was one to be had.
 
   “We are faced with several problems at once here,” Christopher said thoughtfully. “I could not help but overhear some of what you were telling Sir Luke and Master Simon. I have integrated this new data into what I saw and heard before we left St. Patrick’s Island.”
 
   “Ah. Integrated, have ye? Ye look none th’ warse fur wear because of it.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Christopher ignored the sarcastic jibe. “I believe that you have somehow managed to accomplish the feat of time travel a la Star Trek the Voyage Home. Am I correct?”
 
   “Aye,” Mark Andrew nodded, quite pleased with his apprentices’ sharp wits. He had only just watched this movie with his apprentice and Luke Matthew in an attempt to please them after having denied them a request to take the Easter Holiday in London, but he had never told his brother or the apprentice anything directly about what was going on.
 
   “And you have created something that is commonly referred to as a paradox. Correct?”
 
   “Go on, boy.” Mark’s eyebrows shot up. Christopher had obviously been putting his state-of-the-art computer system to good use.
 
   “You have been brought back to the time before you traveled by the magickal intervention of one of the Brothers of the Order without your permission or, at least, by surprise.”
 
   “Aye. How did you... deduce this?”
 
   “I would have to assume, Sir, that you did not come this way or else you would have come directly to the cottage to check on us and, since you did not come to check on us any sooner than you did, I would have to assume that you were brought back some other way and that you were either incarcerated briefly or you were injured. I would guess that you were injured rather than incarcerated because your hair has been trimmed. Is that because your hair might have been burned or scorched in fire?”
 
   Mark Andrew reached to touch his hair. He had not noticed this. Merry must have trimmed it while he was ill.
 
   “I don’t think, under the circumstances, that you would have taken out time to get a haircut before returning here and I believe that you had to have your hair trimmed because you were burned and your hair was singed in the fire. That would mean that when we left you in the custody of Sir Beaujold, he did not take you to Italy as you had agreed, but that he decided to burn you after all. Correct?”
 
   “That’s very good, Christopher,” Mark nodded. “Aye.”
 
   “And I would also assume that you were saved from the fire by someone’s intervention because I believe that you were in no condition to save yourself when I last saw you,” Christopher’s voice rose in timbre.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “So I have also met and/or seen several people that are obviously related to members of the Council which means that some of the Brothers have taken wives and produced children. Correct?”
 
   “Aye.” 
 
   “And it would seem, Sir, that most of the people in this place are descendents of certain Council Members such as yourself, the Ritter von Hetz, Simon of Grenoble and possibly, Luke Matthew. Further, it would seem that we now have two Simons, one who is able to... produce children and one who is not. We have two Knights of the Golden Eagle, one being Carlisle Corrigan and the other being a certain Italian whom I do not know, named Lucio Dambretti. There is also a strong possibility that there is another Meredith Sinclair because this second Golden Eagle appeared to know the woman we brought here from St. Patrick’s Island, but she did not know him. Likewise, this Simon of Grenoble knows her as well, but he his not aware of the fact that another carbon copy of himself is now in this same time zone, if you will, as he is. The Italian Golden Eagle is aware of the Welsh Golden Eagle, but does not know who he is... yet. This Simon was suffering from some mental disorder and mistook your brother, Luke, for you until this last episode wherein he seems to now have regained his senses. What it boils down to, Sir, is that you were attempting to rewrite history or else you are now attempting to rewrite this history.”
 
   “Ohhhh. Yes. I was and I was doing a fine job until now.” Mark Andrew had to smile. “But it is not possible to change the will of God. The fact that you and Luke Matthew are still with me now, means that God wanted me to go back and save both of you from your… other fate.”
 
   “Other fate?” Christopher’s eyes widened. “Did I die young in this place and time?”
 
   “Aye. Ye fell into a vat of piranhas and pilsner beer, ye did.” Mark Andrew laughed and then shuddered. It occurred to him that Christopher was still younger than he had been when he died at the hands of James Argonne and that he might be destined to die young again.
 
   “And Luke Matthew also died at some point in this history?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “And you went back to save us?” Christopher was truly amazed now and almost speechless to have his wild ideas confirmed.
 
   “Not just to save you and my brother. Those were important things, but… there were other things.”
 
   “Something to do with the woman.”
 
   “Aye. In this history, I met this woman during a time when I was suffering from a memory loss. I did not know who I was at the time. You were instrumental in saving my life once or twice before you… before... For that, I am grateful to you though you haven’t done it yet.” Mark laughed. “To make a long story short, I fell in love with this woman while I was ill. I petitioned the Council to be allowed to marry her and the results were, as you will see, most confusing. When we get back to Scotland, you will want to familiarize yourself with the chronicles of this Council and its exalted members. Some you will recognize and others, you will not. I hope that you will retain an open mind, Christopher, because a great deal of it has been most... exotic. You will find it interesting reading if nothing else.”
 
   “Ahh, yes. Very interesting.” A voice directly behind them startled them both. 
 
   Mark’s horse reared and pawed the air, almost dumping him in the dirt. Christopher reined his horse around and patted his neck to calm him down. Luke Andrew brought his gray horse alongside his father and smiled at Christopher.
 
   “Hello, again,” Luke said brightly and Christopher nodded solemnly to the youngish man.
 
   Mark Andrew brought his horse under control and rode between them.
 
   “Leave us be,” he told Luke Andrew angrily.
 
   “But Father.” Luke put on unconvincing pout. “I wanted to ride along with you and get to know your dead apprentice.”
 
   “He is not dead, boy.” Mark turned his horse and jerked his head at Christopher. Christopher fell in on the side opposite the newcomer.
 
   “He will be.” Luke smiled patronizingly at the young apprentice. He leaned to look around his father. “Did he tell you that he allowed you to die? That he could have saved your life except that he was too stubborn to send you to a doctor? That it was his own sins that brought death to your door?”
 
   “Get thee gone!” Mark drew his sword and swung at the apparition. The tip of the sword barely missed Luke’s head.
 
   Luke laughed lightly and pulled back on the reins, causing the pale horse to back away from them.
 
   “Oh, yes. Ask him about it. Ask him how he traded everything, including your life for lust.”
 
   Mark Andrew shouted at him in another uncontrolled rage and kicked his horse viciously. He rode straight at him with the sword raised over his head. He swung down with all his strength at the figure of his son. The blade passed cleanly through his son and cut a terrible gash in the horse’s neck. Mark Andrew bellowed in rage as his son simply disappeared and the horse, severely injured and bleeding profusely reared in panic and galloped away into the woods.
 
   “Come on. We’ve got to catch that horse!” He shouted at Christopher and galloped after the mystical horse that he had ridden from the Abyss when they had chased the red serpent into Scotland. The pale horse. And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven of Nineteen
 
   In the lips of him that hath understanding wisdom is found
 
    
 
    
 
   “I would be honored if you would have dinner with me, Sir,” Meredith said solemnly when d’Brouchart looked up at her. He was sitting at the worktable in Mark Andrew’s lab, perusing an old journal. He had not even noticed her when she had come in and she was quite worried about him. He had been spending all his waking hours down here for the past four days, ever since Mark Andrew had left for the underworld, barely taking time out to eat and he usually took his meals down by the pool with Andy and one or more of his other grandsons who were still enrolled in Barry’s Academy. He was apparently attempting to make up for lost time, trying to get to know his son’s sons. “I think you could use a change of scenery.”
 
   “Ahhh, so you might be right,” he smiled. “The honor would be mine, Dame Meredith. And the scenery change would be most delightful.” He slid from the stool and then frowned. He closed the journal and placed it carefully in an open box on the floor. Planxty had cleaned up the mess left by Mark Andrew and most of her stuff from America was now neatly stacked in the attic awaiting her leisure. She would have to go through it eventually and throw out the junk. It was not something she was looking forward to doing. There were far too many painful memories packed in those crumbling boxes and she felt that her life was indeed following in the old packing crates’ footsteps.
 
   She offered her arm to him and he took it dutifully as they left the lab and headed up the stairs. She took him to the kitchen to the big table where two place settings and a candelabrum with four candles awaited them.
 
   “How thoughtful,” he smiled. No one else would be joining them apparently.
 
   “I made you something. A taste of my own home cooking, which is in desperate need of practice,” she said as he pulled out the only chair for her and then took a seat on the long bench on her right. She lifted a silver lid on a glass baking dish and steam rose from a luscious smelling mixture of crab, chicken, shrimp and savory spices. Another, heavier crockery pot contained red beans cooked down in a thick sauce with huge chunks of Andouille sausage shipped from New Orleans and a third serving dish contained steaming, fluffy Douget’s rice that she had imported specially from Texas. He held up his plate as she served up the jambalaya. “It’s been years, so pardon me if it’s a bit too spicy.”
 
   “Oh, not at all,” he shook his head and held the plate under his nose. 
 
   She filled a separate bowl full of the beans and plunked them down beside his plate and then filled a frosty mug with beer. The smells reminded her of home and made her feel very warm and comfortable.
 
   “I hope you won’t mind talking while we eat,” she said as she filled her own plate and bowl. “We’ll consider this a social outing rather than a meal. No prayers, no lessons, just eating for fun.”
 
   “A novel idea,” he laughed softly. He had figured rightly that there was some ulterior motive for the special treatment. “Eating for fun. But not too novel, I’m afraid.” He patted his bulky stomach. “I have indulged in much playful eating in my day. But I must say I’ve not been fed by a prettier hand in many years.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir.” She smiled at him. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”
 
   “Oh, that it were so.” He raised both eyebrows and his fork. “Mmm, hmmm. As good as it smells.”
 
   “I suppose you’ve guessed that I have a thousand and one questions for you,” Merry said on a more serious note. “And you will have to pay for the fare, I’m afraid, by indulging my curiosity. You don’t have to answer my questions, of course, but I have to ask.”
 
   “I understand. Go right ahead. Indulge yourself and I will do my best to answer if I can get my mouth and teeth to cooperate.” He spooned up a large serving of beans and then nodded his head vigorously in approval of the taste. 
 
   “Wait, wait,” she said and picked up a slender bottle of red liquid.
 
   He held up his hand.  “That’s not something Planxty brewed in the lab, is it?”
 
   “Oh, no, nothing like that!” she laughed. “Tabasco Sauce. A special red pepper sauce from Louisiana. You’ll love it.” She sprinkled a liberal serving on his beans.
 
   “I noticed that you spend a great deal of time in the laboratory,” she said and he nodded. “It’s that thing, isn’t it? The thing Mark Andrew wanted from America?”
 
   “Yes,” he answered and she uncovered a basket wrapped in a red checkered cloth. Jalapeno corn muffins. “Oh, you are breaking my heart. I have not had such food since Jasmine Dambretti left the Golden Eagle. She was quite adept at making corn bread and cooking beans. Her only saving graces it would seem. A pity.”
 
   “Yes. Well, anyway, this thing, this skull. I want to know about it. I think it is only fair that I should know about it since it has been in the possession of my family for many, many years. I don’t really want to see it, you know, just know about it. I could tell from Mark Andrew’s reaction that it was something very terrible and very significant to the Order. And I believe that I deserve to know its history,” she ended lamely.
 
   Edgard narrowed his eyes and looked at her above the rim of his mug. 
 
   “You do not know the story of the Skull of Sidon?” He asked her and tilted his head to one side.
 
   “No. I don’t.” She smiled. “I would like to know.”
 
   “I don’t think you would like to know. I think you will regret it,” he said and looked across the kitchen at the broken window that had been temporarily covered by black plastic sheeting. The plastic seemed to breathe in and out of the window with the evening breezes.
 
   “I think you should let me decide that, Sir. I’m a big girl. I’ve paid my dues,” she reminded him.
 
   “Oui. That is the truth.” He smiled. “But let us speak of other things while we eat and then we can retire to the basement and I will tell you the full story of the infamous skull. Deal?”
 
   “I don’t make deals with members of your family, Sir,” she told him cautiously. “But I will agree to those terms.”
 
   Edgard began to talk about his sojourn with the monks at Simonopetra, elaborating on how simply they lived and their daily chores and routines and the job they had given him. Inspector of vegetables. Each day, the gardeners would bring in the day’s harvest and place it on long wooden tables. He and a team of ‘experts’ would inspect each and every fruit and vegetable for quality and ripeness. If any fruit or vegetable was found at fault, it would be purged from the harvest bounty and placed in an alms basket to be given to the poor. The products of the monks meticulous gardening skills were most often examples of botanical perfection, but the alms baskets were never empty and there was usually more in the alms baskets than the baskets sent to the kitchen. He progressed through the story, ending with his journey to Scotland, the atrocities he had suffered at the airports and on the planes and finished by relating his surprising reunion with Andrew d’Ornan at the airport in Edinburgh, citing how terribly shocked he had been to see the boy there, but betraying a sinful pride in his grandson’s resourcefulness at having accomplished the feat. 
 
   They had strawberry shortcake for dessert while Meredith related some of his sons more laughable anecdotes that she had witnessed over the years and then, at last, they took a bottle of red wine to the basement.
 
   Night had fallen and the flashing light of a distant thunderstorm intermittently lit the dark recesses of Ramsay’s ‘lair’ with bluish light through the open skylights. A candle, a Bunsen burner and an oil lamp burned on the table in front of them. It was the perfect setup for a scary story. Merry felt almost excited for the first time in a long time as she sat on the stool and filled two goblets with the dark red wine. The former grand master always made her feel young.
 
   D’Brouchart sipped the wine and licked his lips.
 
   “Perfect,” he said after a moment when a rolling peal of thunder reverberated through the lab. “A fitting night for dark tales and secret rendezvous. This almost reminds me of bygone times when we were forced to meet in such places to plan and scheme for better days. Your Mark Andrew keeps a splendid old lab. Just like the Alchemists of old. But then, he is an Alchemist of old and his appearance befits his occupation. Deep, dark and mysterious. One can almost see him flitting about here with his flasks and beakers, hovering over bubbling pots of odiferous liquids, adding a bit of this and a bit of that until just the right mixture is accomplished and then... Voila`. A perfect martini.”
 
   Merry laughed and turned up her glass. “He has made some very interesting things here. Have you ever had the occasion to try some of the honey-gold liquid he makes for ‘nervous distempers’? It packs a helluva punch.”
 
   “Oh, oui. I did have some once. Once. Mind you, I could have used a flask of it on that day. But that is another long story that we will save for another stormy night.” He looked into her eyes. “You know I truly would have liked to have had you as a daughter-in-law. I believe that Simon would have been spared a great deal of pain if only it had not been for our indomitable Knight of Death. But it is and was and shall be, always, the will of God.” He raised his glass to her as he looked towards the heavens.
 
   She clinked her glass against his and nodded.
 
   “Enough of this blithering,” he said and his face took on a more somber expression. He looked up at the flashing lights beyond the skylight. “God’s displays are wonderful indeed, but the perversions of man are boundless. The popular, or I should say the most well known story is rather simple. It seems that a certain Knight stationed in Sidon in the Holy Lands was in love with a young woman who died at a very tender age. Supposedly, this Knight was so obsessed by his unrequited love for her, that he disinterred her body after it had been buried and violated her. The first Knight Necrophiliac. A gruesome enough story.” He glanced at her shocked expression. “But it gets much better. Supposedly Sir Necrophilia allegedly heard voices from the great beyond that told him to dig up the corpse nine months later and... Voila`. On the legs or thighbones of the defiled deceased, he found the hideous skeleton of a child born in the grave nine months after the death and subsequent fertilization of the dearly departed.”
 
   Merry coughed and choked and turned up her wine again, draining the glass. D’Brouchart refilled her glass for her. 
 
   “You may wonder at my flippant attitude and with good reason,” he continued. “Normally, such a story would be considered sheer fantasy and would not be told to such gentle ears as your own, but it is what it is. The product of a very sick mind. And no moral man would repeat such a story with the intention of being believed, but it was not so in the fourteenth century. The Inquisitors appointed by the Holy See were very sick and depraved men of low morals and exceedingly rampant imaginations, full of self-importance and self-righteousness. Ready to believe anything, no matter how outrageous in order to justify their cruel predilections for torture and unspeakably evil methods of extracting confessions from the guilty as well as the innocent. Therefore, the story was readily accepted and used as evidence of the perversions of the Order of the Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple.”
 
   D’Brouchart’s voice had taken on a more agitated, more disgusted tone as he elaborated on the memories of that dark time. 
 
   “Now, for the real story.” He relaxed a bit and turned on the stool slightly to face her. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Is it worse than the first one?” She asked hesitantly.
 
   “It is no less horrible, but it is not quite as damning to the Order.”
 
   “How do you... would you mind telling me how you know the real story?” She leaned toward him slightly.
 
   “Eye witness accounts are always most convincing,” he said and refilled his own glass.
 
   “You knew an eyewitness?”
 
   “I was an eyewitness.” He turned his blue eyes on her.
 
   “No.” Her own eyes widened.
 
   “Oui.” He matched her expression.
 
   “Please. Go on then. Tell me,” she said and a great clap of thunder made her jump. “Dammit, Edgard! You’re creeping me out!” The rain began to patter and then pound on the glass panes of the overhead windows. She wondered if Mark’s old lab had ever heard a more disturbing tale whispered in the dead of night. Her companion took another sip of wine, smacked his lips and she saw his eyes twinkle momentarily with mischief. This was the old Edgard, the one she had eventually grown to trust before he had gone off the deep end and tried to kill his own son as a burnt sacrifice one sunny morning in Italy. It was hard to reconcile the one with the other now.
 
    “The father of the child was a great sorcerer,” he said slowly. “A mighty wizard, not a magician, mind you, a man of great power. A man of God. All his life he had served God and served his king by lending his advice and his counsel and his magick to aid the king’s efforts to secure his kingdom and add to it by and by, as need dictated. The kingdom flourished and the king’s subjects were prosperous and content. The king met his enemies on foreign soils and kept the ravages of war far removed from the doors of his people. The people loved the king and the king loved the people. But times were changing and a new religious order was infiltrating the old religion and replacing the sorcerers and wizards with priests and evangelists, missionaries and monks, preaching the Word of God and the teachings of Christ, the Redeemer.”
 
   “The sorcerer served four kings in his life, but by the time he had seen to the success of the fourth king, he was growing old and tired and he found himself fighting a new sort of evil and a new sort of power that he could not overcome. The Great Babylon had usurped the teachings of Christ and the world was growing dark and cold without the true light of knowing. The sorcerer knew the truth of God and he accepted the teachings of Christ, but he was a product of the old ones and he was skilled in the so-called black arts which were, in his day, simply called Wisdom much like the Magi from the east who visited the infant Jesus in Bethlehem. The wizard was sent on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to bring back a holy relic for the king’s pleasure. Unwilling to participate freely in this new royal pastime, collecting the dubious bones of saints, he reluctantly embarked upon this expedition with an overwhelming sense of impending doom and trepidation.”
 
   “That is where I met him. Jerusalem. He was lost. He and his party had been set upon by bandits and ravaged by diseases unknown to the lands of his birth. He had lost everything and was trying desperately to return to his king, but he did not want to return without some relic that would make his king happy. He pleaded with me there, on the steps of the ruined temple to help him find something worthy for his king. I had nothing to give him. I was not in the relic business.”
 
   D’Brouchart frowned as if some long-forgotten memory disturbed his narrative. Merry held her breath, not wanting to break the spell. A thousand questions bombarded her head, but she held her tongue. 
 
   “And that is when the Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple became involved in the sordid story of the Skull of Sidon.” He shook one meaty finger at her and then accentuated each successive word by tapping the counter with it. “Now, keep in mind, that this sorcerer made his trip to the Holy Lands almost a full five centuries before there were any Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple.” 
 
   “I don’t understand…” Merry blurted and frowned and then cringed as the lightning portended another loud crash of thunder.
 
   “Before the Knights of Solomon’s Temple came into being, I was in Jerusalem trying to organize some practical and safe method to allow the Christian pilgrims to visit Jerusalem without being killed or taken advantage of monetarily, physically or mentally by the local inhabitants who were none too friendly to ‘barbarians’ from the north and the west. It was very difficult to say the least and the Church, at that time, was not the strong entity that it is today or was during the crusades. Christianity was in its infancy and the Romans had only just converted from Polytheism to Monotheism. It was a wonderful and frightening time, full of changing political alliances and numerous small wars, but that is a different story entirely.”
 
   D’Brouchart took a deep breath before plunging on. “At any rate, our sorcerer decided to consult some of the local magi as they were called and he fell in with a very unsavory character of evil intent for mankind in general. This evil magi gave our sorcerer some very misleading advice and he soon found himself entangled with a young woman of noble birth who had been consorting with the magi for quite some time. She wanted to learn the secrets of the magi and he wanted to learn the secrets of her boudoir. A typical story, no? Quid pro quo. At any rate, by the time our hapless sorcerer discovered the true nature of his situation, he had fallen quite in love with the young woman and she, apparently, returned his affections much to the indignation of the evil magi. The magi put a curse upon the woman and she soon died, but not before our sorcerer had tried everything within his considerable power to save her and the child she carried. Unfortunately, the child was not our sorcerer’s child, but the child of the magi. Suffice it to say, the sorcerer was in great trouble when it became evident that this virginal daughter was not only no longer a virgin, she was pregnant. To make matters worse, she was dead. And yet part of her lived. Her body began to decompose, but her womb and the baby within remained alive due to the intervention of our sorcerer’s magick.”
 
   Merry put one hand over her mouth and stared at him in disbelief, but he held up one hand.
 
   “Her father and her brothers were horrified when they were informed by their spiritual leader that she was defiled and cursed and could not receive a proper burial because the child she carried was not dead, but the product of some terrible evil. Her father had called upon the sorcerer to learn what could be done, but little did he know that his daughter was already very well acquainted with our sorcerer. He was maddened by what he saw when he was led into the catacombs under her father’s house. Her father had buried her without a funeral in a hidden place apart from the family burial crypts. He wanted to know if there was anything the sorcerer could do to lift the curse.”
 
   “The sorcerer was horrified, stricken down with a fever after seeing her. Her father took the wizard’s illness as a sign from God that her soul was lost and he sealed her body inside an alcove once used to store wine flagons. That should have been the end of the story, but our sorcerer was beside himself. He had been unable to save his lover, but he could not put the child out of his mind and he began to have terrible nightmares about the baby that had been buried alive.”
 
   Merry actually shrieked as something, perhaps a torn tree branch, bounced across the glass panes, driven before the gales of the storm. The light flickered in the cellar and went out. The emergency light came on and a red glow illuminated the open door leading to the wine cellar.
 
   “Are you sure you want to hear the rest of the story?” D’Brouchart touched her arm. She was covered with chill bumps.
 
   “Yes,” she whispered adamantly. “You can’t stop now. I have to know.”
 
   “Well. As you can imagine, I tried to comfort him and tell him that it was the will of God and that it was best that it was over and that he had come away from the entire affair unscathed. If the father of the girl had learned what he had done, he would have been imprisoned and executed in some horrible fashion. I encouraged him to take some local ‘relic’ and go home before he was lost for all time. My advice fell on deaf ears. He could not rest. He could not leave. He could not sleep without the terrifying nightmares that left him screaming in fear and cowering in his bed, soaked in cold sweat. He began to roam the streets and the catacombs, looking for the burial place of his lover.” I don’t know how he found her resting place, but perhaps he bribed some member of her father’s household. He eventually found her body, but it was too late. The baby had been born in the tomb and had died there.”
 
   “He was devastated yet again and his heart was torn open by the sight of what his meddling had caused. He was half-crazed when he brought the remains of the baby to me. I was aghast. I didn’t know what to do with it, but he told me to keep it for him. That he would return for it. I thought he had lost his mind completely. He told me that it had been imbued with great powers and that he could not take it with him because he was unprepared to transport it. He was afraid that the evil magi would trace him down and take it from him. He said that he would return to his homeland and make a safe place to hide it from the magi. I agreed in order to placate him and to be rid of him. I did not expect him to return. He was old and sick and I had no confidence that he would even survive the return trip to his home and his king. I promised to take the thing which I considered nothing more than a product of his wild imaginings. I would keep it a while and then dispose of it properly. But I was wrong. He did survive the return trip and it was not a product of his imaginings. I did not bother to behold it unveiled until after he was gone. When I laid eyes on it, I knew that he was telling the truth and I, too, began to have nightmares about the thing. This was a thing of tremendous evil and awesome power. A thing of unspeakable horror. A direct connection with the powers of darkness.”
 
   D’Brouchart fell silent and seemed lost in thought. He stared into the flame of the candle for several long seconds.
 
   “But how did it come to be in the hands of my ancestors?” Merry asked finally.
 
   “I had it with me when we fled to Scotland. I gave it over to the Knight of the Orient to keep for me. He knew the proper incantations and invocations to the ancient ones to keep it protected.”
 
   The Knight of the Orient. John Paul. No. Philip Cambrique? 
 
   “Philip Cambrique. He apparently gave it over to some member of the French royal family for safekeeping at some point and from what I can learn, it came to rest in the hands of one of your ancestors approximately four hundred years ago by unknown means. I tried to keep up with it, but it was such a relief to be rid of it and well, time got away from me and I ceased to think of it at all, preferring to believe that it had been destroyed or lost in some earthquake or other disaster. A few weeks ago I had a nightmare about it. That was when I began to think of coming here.”
 
   “And so now we have it back,” she sighed, greatly relieved that the story had been no worse with no gruesome murders connected to it as well.
 
   “Oui,” he nodded.
 
   “And who was this mysterious sorcerer and where was he from?”
 
   D’Brouchart looked at his watch. It was well past midnight and the storm showed no signs of abatement.
 
   “It’s getting very late, Madame,” he said and stretched his arms over his head.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t…” she laughed. “Who was he… the wizard? Who was his king?”
 
   D’Brouchart smiled and shook his head.
 
   “He was Merlin and his King was Arthur. He was from Scotland.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding!” She almost shouted. She looked about and lowered her voice. “You’ve been putting me on. You made up the whole thing just to scare me.”
 
   “I’m afraid not,” he said.
 
   “You knew Merlin the Magician?”
 
   “He was no magician, my lady. He was a great sorcerer. Very powerful. And he was not only a sorcerer, but a Saint. You may find him by another name in the history books. Saint Dubricius.”
 
   “I never heard of him,” Merry shook her head. 
 
   “Then you are a sorry excuse for a Scotsman, Meredith,” d’Brouchart laughed at her.
 
   Merry frowned at him in consternation and then shrieked as the lightning struck very near the house and even the emergency lights left them. The candle they had lit on the table had burned out.
 
   “You need to read more,” d’Brouchart’s calm voice cut through the darkness. “Find a good book on St. Dubricius. He was possibly the greatest cleric in all of medieval Britain. He has churches and monasteries all over England, Scotland, Wales and Ireland. Ask your Mark Andrew about him sometime. I believe he could shed some light on him for you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew rode through the trees, following the panicked flight of the injured horse at an alarming pace. Christopher soon fell behind as they raced along, dodging low branches and leaping over fallen logs and small streams. It seemed they rode for hours before the gray horse began to tire and then finally stopped by a dry streambed. Mark slid from his horse and approached the wheezing, frightened animal, clucking softly to him and holding out both hands. The horse was lathered from the rough flight and his eyes rolled about in terror. Mark Andrew took hold of his reins and stroked his muzzle, talking in a low soothing voice to calm him. The slash from the silver sword was ghastly, but the horse was fortunate that it had not been the golden sword of the Cherubim. That blade would have certainly cut off the horse’s head. Mark Andrew looked about and found a downed tree to tie the horse to and then searched in the dried rushes and reeds of the old streambed for the herbs he needed to treat the wound. Sam and the others would never forgive him for injuring one of the mystical horses. Christopher caught up with him and began to scout about looking for the things his Master told him to find. They dug into the streambed and soon had a tiny pool of water from which to make a poultice. They allowed the horse to drink while they applied the herbal remedy to the wound. When they were satisfied that the wound was taken care of, they released the horse and climbed back on their own mounts. 
 
   “Master?” Christopher caught up with him. “Who was that man?”
 
   “He was no one. Just a specter.”
 
   “Who was he?” Christopher persisted in questioning him.
 
   “He used to be my son,” 
 
    Mark Andrew sighed the truth of it and continued “He’s dead. You will pay no attention to him. He is only an attempt to humiliate and enrage me. Sent by the powers of darkness to torment me. Let it be.”
 
   “Do you have another apprentice in this time?” Christopher asked.
 
   “I’ve had many apprentices. Now I have two, but don’t concern yourself over it. The other no longer wishes to be my apprentice.”
 
   “What? Not like Anthony, I hope.”
 
   “No, not like Anthony. This one wants to be a Knight of the Council. He is already immortal and he has been put through a great deal. He may have a valid point. He is embittered and rightly so. It would perhaps behoove me to grant his request in order to bring him back to the fold. It would not do to create new enemies.”
 
   “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” Christopher said softly, repeating the old adage. “And which Knight is in need of replacement?”
 
   “The mysteries of the Temple of Solomon has no keeper,” Mark Andrew glanced at the boy.
 
   “The mysteries of the Grand Master!” Christopher’s mouth fell open. “Then Edgard d’Brouchart is dead?”
 
   “No. He is no longer Grand Master. He is ex-communicated.”
 
   “No. How can that be? This time is certainly no better than the other. Who is the Grand Master now?”
 
   “I am,” Mark Andrew told him bluntly and urged his horse forward to a more rapid pace. “Save your questions for Sir Barry. I will have him instruct you in recent history.” 
 
   “And what will our mission be now, Sir?” 
 
   “We will go to my ‘apprentice’s’ castle and treat with him to return to Scotland. I will offer him Knighthood and a membership in the Council on the condition that he release the Djinni and return with his family to the overworld. We will bring back my grandsons and the children of Dambretti and Simon d’Ornan and any others who may be here. The elves who live hereabouts have requested that I remove these people from their lands. It is only fair that I do this since it is my fault that they are here. Then we will try to regroup and decide what is to be done with Meredith Sinclair and what we may do about the Lord of Abyss.” Mark seemed to be sorting his thoughts rather than answering the boy’s questions. Christopher hardly knew what he was talking about. “Then there is another matter which I must investigate regarding the whereabouts of a certain pair of dragons. Of course, I will have to decide what is to be done with the relic.” He frowned down at the horse’s long mane. “It has been a long road and a hard road and now everything is folding in on itself. I never thought to see the Skull of Sidon again. I had thought it lost to the mists of history, but I should have known better. At least, it is not fallen into the hands of the dark powers that lust after it. Such a thing could spell disaster.”
 
   “What are these things, Master?” Christopher asked him. “These things that lust after the Skull?”
 
   “They are demons for lack of a better word. Not all of them are fallen angels, my son,” Mark Andrew told him. “Some were created to be in the Abyss. Everything must have its place and every place must have its residents. These things are many and dark and they long for that which they cannot have.”
 
   “So is your dead son possessed of demons then?” Christopher asked him, pushing his luck. Never had his Master been so open with him as now and he wondered what had changed his Master into an almost unrecognizable personality.
 
   “Only the living can be possessed of demons, Christopher.”
 
   “Then has he become one?”
 
   “I don’t know the answer to that,” he admitted and then shot a dark look at his apprentice. “I cannot think of this apparition as my son, Christopher and I bid you not to speak of him again.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “And who was the evil magi?” Merry pushed the former Grand Master, enjoying the candid, informal discussion they were having. She would not be put off, nor would she go to bed as Edgard suggested. She fished about in the dark until she found the matches and lit the oil lamp hanging above the table. 
 
   D’Brouchart leaned back a bit and folded his arms over his chest, contemplating his position. He had offered his services to the Council, she was a valid member of that Council and she was requesting his services. These things directly affected her and she might just possibly need to know what she could be facing in the near future. Sir Ramsay had given him no instructions regarding what he should tell or not tell. Sister Meredith was not only a member of the Council, but she was Sir Ramsay’s wife and the mother of his children. She had a right to know a bit of history. It could be very useful to her and in a backward way to him if he could gain her support.
 
   “He was Marduk Kurios, one time Assyrian King, Senechereb, also known to us in Jerusalem as Mahmoud the Mad and then again as Alhazred, the Mad. A subject of much fiction and speculation by one of your modern day novelists and purveyors of horror stories.”
 
   “Ahhh. Yes. H.P. Lovecraft,” her eyes lit up. “You know of him. He wrote about Alhazred, the Mad and his journeys into the Abyss and his encounters with the Ancient Ones. I had thought it all just a product of his imagination. Mark told me to read his work once. I did read some of it, but it was all too confusing and awful. I like to read for entertainment, not to be frightened out of my wits. I guess Mark wanted me to read it for a reason, but he never made it mandatory and he never explained why.”
 
   “Yes, well, your Mark Andrew is a bit short on patience and understanding at times. He does a lot of assuming. Some of it was fiction, but his researches carried him into the depths of the unknown and he dabbled in the secret knowledge of the Necronomicon which most people, fortunately, believe is only an invention of the mind. But no matter what name he goes by, the Mad Arab is no myth.”
 
   “Then he would be immortal. The Queen of the Abyss did not destroy him.” Merry’s eyes widened.
 
   “No. She may have destroyed his human form and I am quite sure that he has been destroyed in that form before. It is disconcerting to think that he could reappear to us at any given moment. My hope lies in the possibility that his sister, the Good Queen, has subdued him and keeps him prisoner now just as she held the Djinni for so long.”
 
   “I have heard that Merlin was immortal as well,” Merry told him. “Is there any truth to that? You said he was old and sick when he left Jerusalem.”
 
   “He was old. And the outcome of his affair with the nobleman’s daughter had made him ill, but he was not what I supposed him to be at the time. It is a popular legend that he was imprisoned by a woman sorceress, either Morgana, Arthur’s half-sister or Nimue, the Lady of the Lake. She supposedly entombed him in a crystal grotto by use of magickal spells. I do not believe it for an instant. He would not be caught so easily. In fact, I have a terrible suspicion that Merlin is alive and well and walking amongst us even now in a new form.”
 
   “Really?” Merry was mesmerized by this possibility. “And what form would that be?”
 
   “The Mad Arab and his brother Adar have been at each other’s throats for ages untold as they competed for the love of their sister, Semiramis, also known as Astarte. Even in the days of King Solomon’s reign in Israel, Astarte had a great following amongst the ladies of Zidonia, which is, incidentally, the ancient name of Sidon. They practiced the worship of Astarte and Ishtar, one and the same. Goddess of Venus. Goddess of Love. Great magick was worked in her name as the women of Zidonia worked their spells to trap the men of their choice even to the King himself. God warned Solomon of entanglements with the pagan women, but he did not listen, deeming himself too wise even to heed the warnings of Yahweh. And he fell from grace and served Astarte. Now Adar was with her at that time, having defeated his brother, Marduk, in his attempts to win the favor of Semiramis. When Marduk finally overcame Adar, he fled from the Hesperides and came to earth as a man... Marduk was soon pushed out by Astarte who held no real love for her brother. Adar had won her affections and she had chosen him to be her mate for all eternity. The Djinni was one of their offspring and Marduk took him prisoner as well. Marduk in the guise of Senechereb came to earth and rode roughshod over the tribes of men. Always searching for Adar, intending to kill his brother and take his place in Semiramis’ heart. Adar has eluded him many times. And Marduk has taken many forms. He was the evil Magi and I believe that Merlin was just another manifestation of Adar.”
 
   “Oh, no. It can’t be. You can’t be serious,” Merry shook her head.
 
   “Oh, and why not? Tell me why not? Didn’t the Mad Arab think you to be Semiramis?” He shook one meaty finger at her. “Why would he do that? Because he was mad. Because he was enraged with his brother and thought that Adar had convinced Semiramis to come to earth in human form. You. And I was half convinced at one point that there might be some truth in it, but you are not Semiramis. If you were, you would not be here now listening to this story. Semiramis is the reason why you and Mark Ramsay could never be married in the official sense of the word. She will not allow it. She will never allow it.”
 
   Merry sat staring at him for a long time.
 
   “It is very late,” he said sadly. “I have talked too much.”
 
   “No. I wanted to know. Perhaps I can better understand the things that Mark Andrew understands. I don’t know what I can do for him, but I can at least try to understand.”
 
   D’Brouchart nodded. It was all anyone could ask: understanding.
 
   Merry got up and left him without another word.
 
   He glanced about the laboratory and shuddered. Speaking of the skull had made him very nervous and he felt the urge to look at it. He went to the black cabinet and looked closely at the lock before pulling a strange-looking device from his pocket. He inserted the key in the lock and it popped open easily. He knelt in front of the oven on one knee and began to unscrew the fasteners on the unlikely storage container for the Skull of Sidon.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Ho, th’ castle!” Mark Andrew stood in the stirrups and cupped his hands about his mouth to call up to the towering white structure situated on the edge of the sea cliff. He and his apprentice, Christopher, had been waiting in front of the castle for over an hour, trying to get someone’s attention. No one had appeared on the balconies as Christopher had told him had occurred when he and Luke Matthew had come here looking for the woman. Christopher went on to tell him about the passages under the cliff that led up to the two strangely shaped palaces. Mark Andrew sat looking at the thing for several more minutes and then shook his head. There was no one there. He could sense nothing. No movement other than the scurrying of field mice, birds and other small creatures, possibly some of the smaller faeries. 
 
   “They’ve gone,” he said as he reined his horse about. “We’d best get back to the cottage before nightfall. We can stay there until morning and then go back to Scotland. I would imagine that Konrad has taken his family back there already. You say that the Italian was here? The other Golden Eagle?”
 
   “Yes, Sir. He was there and his son was, no. His grandson. They looked very much alike and there was a beautiful dark haired lady who called him papa and a lovely, little blond woman who called Master Simon papa. There was a man there who looked just like the Ritter. It was uncanny, Sir. And, oh. Yes. An Italian woman, very lovely, but a bit older than the rest. She called your Golden Eagle bambino and last, but not least, was another blond woman who looked remarkably like your Meredith Sinclair. But the strangest part was when we were leaving the place and we met another man in the corridor who looked just like your brother, Luke. He knew things about Sir Luke that made him very angry. Master Simon said he was sworn to kill him and called him the son of perdition.”
 
   “My grandson, Omar,” Ramsay nodded. “So he steps out now, does he?”
 
   “Yes, Sir.” Christopher plodded along beside him. “He called Sir d’Ornan the son of Suleymon and of the line of King David and he called him the Mosiach, the One. I thought for sure that Simon was going to kill him, but he didn’t. And he told Father Simon to take the advice of his son, Andrew, and stay away from the underworld.”
 
   “Oh, did he now?” Mark Andrew’s eyes narrowed. So Omar Kadif did have some innate powers of his own. He had always wondered about the children of the Djinni. The Djinni was an anomaly to Mark Andrew. He seemed so innocent and naive and at the same time, he was wise beyond measure and powerful enough to bring down mountains. And he had no sense of proprieties concerning the subtleties of the society of men. Not only did he not understand men, he did not want to understand them, nor did he feel the need to understand them. He actually wanted nothing to do with them and had it not been for the unusual circumstances in which he came to be associated with men, he would most likely have never crossed their paths of his own accord. But all in all, Mark Andrew had a great deal of respect for his unlikely son, Adalune Kadif and he wondered vaguely if Semiramis would approve of his befriending him. It had surprised him to learn that Lemarik had stayed in the underworld after Konrad had freed him... Mark slowed his pace and frowned. Had Konrad freed him as he had told him to do? He had not seen the ring on Konrad’s finger. Surely... 
 
   “Yes, Sir. Sir Simon called him the beast of the prophecy. Does Sir d’Ornan, I mean this one... does he have many children?”
 
   “Thirteen at last count.” Mark smiled slightly and shook his head. “But you will read it all in the journals.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “That is Sir Ramsay’s house.” Corrigan whispered to Simon. “But where did all these other buildings come from?” He looked about at the gardens and numerous buildings scattered about the once empty meadow.
 
   “I don’t know.” Simon shook his head. 
 
   “We should go and announce ourselves,” Konrad told them and glanced at Dambretti.
 
   “Simon, Brother.” Carlisle handed Lucio’s sword to the Healer. “Stay here with them and watch that one.” He nodded at Lucio who stood between Ruth and Lucia. “You, Sir.” He turned to Konrad. “You will come with me and fair warning: no tricks.”
 
   Konrad nodded and the two of them started toward the house. The sun was just coming up and the birds were beginning their morning songs in the meadow and surrounding trees. Konrad walked slightly ahead of the red-haired man wielding the ancient silver sword. He noticed several curious faces at the windows of the Academy, but no one came out to greet them. They walked past the gym and the swimming pool and on up the winding path through the garden. Sir Montague and Sir Champlain stood on the rear steps of the house, waiting for them. Someone had apparently notified the Seneschal that company was coming. They drew up short at the foot of the steps and looked up at the two Knights.
 
   “Sirs,” Konrad addressed them. “I would like to introduce Carlisle Corrigan, Knight of the Golden Eagle, poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple.”
 
   “Corrigan?” Louis squinted at the redhead and spoke first. “You were killed in Transylvania or was it Budapest... somewhere in Bohemia?”
 
   “I assure you, Brother, I was not killed anywhere... yet,” Carlisle answered and stood his ground. 
 
   Konrad was astounded to see Sir d’Brouchart step onto the porch behind them, followed closely by Meredith Sinclair.
 
   “Ahh. So you made it here after all.” Corrigan’s face lit up at the sight of Meredith Sinclair whom he mistook for the Meredith he had left in the underworld. “Sir. Your Grace. I have brought a party from the land of the faeries. Is Sir Ramsay here or his brother? Have you spoken to them? Is the Ritter here? Or Sir Beaujold? They can explain this better than I.”
 
   “Oh, I believe I may have some inkling of what is going on, Sir Corrigan,” d’Brouchart nodded to him. “Sir Champlain, won’t you allow your Brother to come inside? Perhaps we could have some coffee and a bit of breakfast?”
 
   “I would request that an armed contingency be sent to escort the others to the house, your Grace,” Corrigan told him. “They are waiting down by the rock pile with Sir d’Ornan and he is outnumbered. There is one there who claims to be the Knight of the Golden Eagle.”
 
   “Damn me!” Montague cursed and Louis jerked his head toward the normally unflappable Englishman. “Sir Dambretti? And Brother Simon? This is great news. I’ll go down and get them.”
 
   “And who are you, sir?” Carlisle narrowed his eyes at Sir William.
 
   “He is Sir William Montague,” d’Brouchart told him. “He is the Seneschal. Please, do not hinder him. He and Sir Champlain will see to the others.”
 
   “Of course, your Grace,” Corrigan frowned. “But this is a shock. What has happened to Sir Philip?”
 
   “It is a long story, my son. Please come inside and have some breakfast, you look quite weary.”
 
   “Aye. That’s the truth, Sir,” Corrigan admitted and looked warily at Meredith. She smiled at him and held open the door. 
 
   She was amazed at the color of his hair. She had thought Paddy Puffingtowne’s hair the reddest she’d ever seen, but this one’s hair put Paddy’s to shame, but his complexion was fair and his eyes were sparkling green. He looked as if he had just walked out of one of Michelangelo’s paintings.
 
   “Konrad,” Merry nodded to Sir Ramsay’s apprentice. “It is good to see you again. How is Lucia and the others?”
 
   “They are quite well... considering,” Konrad said darkly as they made their way into the house.
 
   They were seated at the table a few moments later and Jonathan was serving them breakfast and hot coffee from big mugs. Konrad was stuffing himself and complaining that the others would be very hungry as well. He told Jonathan to keep cooking. He’d never realized how much he had missed his eggs and rashers and buttered scones. 
 
   Carlisle was truly amazed that everyone here seemed to know the one who claimed to be the Ritter’s son. He did not speak while he was eating and did not accept anything to drink while he ate as was the Templar fashion. He kept his eyes on Meredith. Of all the confusing things he had run afoul of lately, this was truly the most amazing enigma. The woman sitting at the table with them could not be the young lady that they had brought through from the Isle of Ramsay. She was too old... too quiet... she didn’t frown and gesture with her hands, nor did she giggle or look confused and her hair was long. Not the same, but the same?
 
   Meredith said nothing. D’Brouchart tactfully avoided saying anything that would upset Corrigan. He sat at the table with the sword that d’Brouchart recognized as Mark Ramsay’s old sword from the time of the Crusades. They were talking about the additions to the grounds when Simon d’Ornan came walking down the hall from the rear door. He was very pale and looked quite ill. D’Brouchart stood up when the priest entered the kitchen. He was closely followed by Louis, William, Lucio and the rest of Konrad’s extended ‘family’. Meredith leaped to her feet and ran to greet Lucia. The kitchen became a riot of crying and hugging and kissing and babbling voices as everyone talked at once. Merry almost fainted at the sight of her grandson, Apolonio. She was overjoyed to see Jozsef and could not decide who to hug first or second or again. It seemed that Lucio was getting more hugs from her than he needed, much to Ruth Carlotti’s chagrin. She alone received very little attention, preferring rather to cling to Lucio’s arm even while Meredith hugged and kissed him repeatedly. Eventually, Meredith even hugged her. Even the old cook got into the action and hugged everyone, including Lucio, Meredith, Ruth and the former Grand Master. Oriel shrieked when she saw her grandfather and almost swooned in his arms and Edgard found himself smiling in earnest for the first time in years.
 
   Corrigan was on his feet, unable to take it all in at once. Simon edged his way around the table and stood near Corrigan. D’Brouchart looked over his granddaughter’s head at the Healer.
 
   “Your Grace,” Simon nodded to him slightly. 
 
   D’Brouchart went to hug him and kissed him lightly on the lips.
 
   “I don’t know what is happening here, but...”
 
   “That is not Papa,” Oriel told her grandfather. “I don’t know who he is, but he is not Papa. He is rude and mean.”
 
   “Shhh,” d’Brouchart hushed her and patted her head. “We have much sorting to do. Sir Montague? With your permission, I would take Sir d’Ornan and Sir Corrigan to the library and try to explain what is happening,” Montague nodded to him and he looked down at Oriel. “Konrad tells me that you have been without food for several days. Won’t you stay here with your Aunt Merry and have some breakfast? We have much to talk about and I will be with you as soon as I have spoken with Sir d’Ornan and Sir Corrigan.” Oriel let go of her grandfather and turned to face Louis. The big Frankish Knight stood waiting for her near the rear hall door. He’d made no move to interrupt the riotous home-coming and was waiting with as much patience as he could muster, trying to maintain his dignity until she acknowledged him. He had avoided her in the meadow even though it pained him due to the situation and the presence of this new Simon d’Ornan. Lucio had whispered to him to watch himself. Now he needed more support than ever, but there was no one there for him.
 
   “Louis...” Oriel went to take his hand finally when Simon was out of sight. “Louis,” she said again and then fainted dead away on the floor.
 
   “Sir,” Konrad stood up as Louis scooped his wife from the floor. “Perhaps we should talk while you see to her needs.”
 
   “Of course,” Louis carried her toward the front of the house.
 
   Everyone else sat down around the table and Merry and Jonathan began to ply them with biscuits and poached eggs and big bowls of oatmeal, the specialty of the house. Everyone talked at once and there was hardly a dry eye in the room.
 
   The Seneschal sat at the head of the table with a cup of coffee and a look of total confusion on his face. He was completely at a loss and hoped that Sir Ramsay would come home soon. He listened in fascination as Lucio tried to relate everything that had happened on his trip to the underworld as best he could with Nicole Ramsay and Ruth Carlotti fighting for his attention. Sir Montague had never seen anything like it in all his life. Lucio seemed to take it all with a grain of salt and a great bowl of oatmeal that he swore he absolutely detested. Montague could see several troubles brewing at once. Ruth and Nicole for one or two and Simon d’Ornan who was not Simon and this new Golden Eagle which seemed to concern Lucio Dambretti very little. 
 
   Lucio seemed particularly proud of his grandson, Apolonio, though the man seemed totally lost. He sat with his wife, Anna, trying to listen to listen to everyone at once, understanding nothing. 
 
   Montague smiled slightly and picked up his cup. This would take a lot of work to straighten out. He was particularly pleased that none of them were his kinsmen and that he was able to sit back with his chin on his hand and observe the situation from an objective viewpoint. He had made a point of asking whether he had a doppelganger waiting in the shadows and when he had learned that no one else had come through, he had heaved a great sigh of relief. As soon as the Grand Master returned, he would retire gratefully to his office and begin to sort through the necessary paperwork which would be required to bring all of these people officially into the world of the living. The problem of two Simons, two Merediths and two Golden Eagles would present the most perplexing problems as far as he was concerned. There would be trouble.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve of Nineteen
 
   Counsel is mine, and sound wisdom
 
    
 
    
 
   “Come on, Pierre.” Paddy Puffingtowne tugged on Simon’s arm. “Ye’ve got to go in thair. It’s th’ only way.”
 
   They were standing outside the opening of the cave which led to Scotland.
 
   Simon stood staring at the mouth of the cave in utter horror.
 
   “I cannot go in there, Paddy.”
 
   “Sure ye can, Brother,” Luke Matthew told him. “We’ve got t’ get out o’ ‘ere before those things catch up with us.” He glanced over his shoulder nervously.
 
   “There are worse things in there,” Simon told him. He was still shaken by the experiences he had suffered while in the underworld and he as yet could not remember how he had gotten there again, but he did remember a strange waking dream in which he heard a voice speaking to him. A wonderful voice, a mesmerizing voice that seemed to come from Heaven and then he had looked into Merry’s eyes and seen there many things that seemed not to come from her mind, but from somewhere else. He understood what had happened and he understood that the Knight he had mistaken for Mark Andrew had not been Mark Andrew, but his brother Luke and that Luke had somehow come from the past due to what Mark Andrew was doing or something he had done. He also understood that his own doppelganger was wandering about the underworld wondering why he was wandering about the underworld. He understood that this Merry and that other Simon were from the past, a past that he had lived and yet not lived. He had to get home and talk to Meredith, his Meredith. He had a terrible feeling about this situation and he wanted only to get away before he came face to face with himself. He was afraid of what might happen. What if they canceled each other out or what if one of them died when they came together? He only knew that it was not right, not natural. And now that his head had cleared somewhat, he remembered seeing his father, Edgard d’Brouchart, at Ramsay’s home and he had treated him as he had treated him before he had admitted that he was his father. Did that mean that this was not his Edgard d’Brouchart as this Merry was not his Merry? What had he been thinking when he had said that he might consider taking this Merry for his own? Surely, God would punish him for such thoughts...
 
   “Please, Simon?” Merry touched his arm and he jumped. He looked into her eyes and understood why he had thought such a thing. “This place scares me.”
 
   “The company of women is a dangerous thing, for by it the old devil has led many from the straight path to Paradise,” he said softly, resisting the urge to take her in his arms and console her with kisses and caresses that she would surely not welcome. “In conspectu Angelorum psallam tibi.”
 
   “What did he say?” Merry looked at Luke.
 
   “He said ‘e wud sing t’ ye before th’ angels,” Luke shook his head. “Simon is not well. Leave ‘im be.”
 
   “You know, you’re rude,” Merry said and frowned at Luke and he looked truly surprised. She hardly believed that no one had ever told him that before.
 
   “A thousand pardons, my lady,” Luke said and smiled at her and bowed slightly. “Ne sis criminator et susurro in populo.”
 
   “What did he say, Simon?” Merry turned back to the Healer. She was beginning to feel like a ping-pong ball.
 
   “He said not to malign the people of God,” Simon translated the Latin and smiled at her coyly, his cheeks reddened.
 
   “The people of God.” Merry put her hands on her hips and stomped one foot at the Knight of the Orient. “I hardly think that the ‘people of God’ would offer to throw me down in a pig sty.”
 
   “Brother.” Simon looked at Luke in surprise. “Did you offer to throw the lady down in a pig sty?”
 
   “Aye,” Luke nodded and his smile turned to a grin. “And I am ashamed o’ ‘aving offered t’ do so.  Twud ‘ave upset th’ pigs grandly, I daresay. Tell ye wot, I will say my pater noster before I go t’ bed, Father. But I wud ‘ave made a bettar offer ‘ad thair been more advantageous circumstances. She was bein’ a bit forward with me knees at th’ toime.”
 
   “Brother Luke,” Simon said warningly. He did not know Luke Matthew, but it was easy to think that he did because he looked and sounded so much like his twin brother, Mark Andrew. Though he did not act like his brother and he did not speak like his brother and he certainly did not speak or act like John Paul, whom he also looked like. Simon looked at Merry in dismay. Luke seemed to have a great deal more humor in his eyes and his ways were just a tad more like Lucio Dambretti’s than Mark Andrew.
 
   “I refuse to talk about this,” she said, though her face was deep red. “I was merely trying to be friendly.”
 
   “Ahh,” Simon nodded.
 
   “Changing the subject, are you really a priest?” She asked him a low voice.
 
   “I am a priest and a Healer,” he told her. “I would gladly offer my services to you in either capacity, mademoiselle.”
 
   “Oh. I see,” Merry frowned. “But you said the company of women is a dangerous thing.”
 
   “I didn’t say I would keep company with you,” he laughed.
 
   “I’ll keep ye comp’ny enough.” Luke shot a dark glance at the priest.
 
   “Gee, that makes me feel... much better now that I know we’ll be by-passing the pigsties for the pigs’ sakes,” she said derisively.
 
   “Enough o’ this flirtin’ and lovey-dovey. The sun is sinkin’. I’ll loight th’ way,” Paddy told them and winked up at Merry. She stood staring down at the strange little fellow dressed in red plaid pants and a yellow surcoat. He wore a green tam with a long feather and a short sword at his side. “Andy will be verra upset if ye dunna go ‘ome. And those things in th’ wood will be on our necks in short order.”
 
   “Come on, little Brother,” Luke pleaded with Simon. They had been stuck there for over an hour at least.
 
   Simon sighed and looked about. The sun was sinking low and numerous twinkling lights were beginning to flitter about beneath the trees. Some of them were red.
 
   “We should have stayed at the cottage and waited for Sir Ramsay to return,” Simon told them. “He would know what to do.”
 
   “I am nae without some measure o’ knowledge, Brother,” Luke told him for the umpteenth time. He, too, could feel the powerful sense of evil in this place.
 
   “Look, Pierre,” Paddy offered. “We’ll run. It’s not thot far. Just a ways and a bit.”
 
   Simon shuddered and looked into the cave again and then back at the trees as if deciding which he would rather take his chances against.
 
   “We can’t stay here,” Merry spoke up. The things in the trees made her very nervous and she was not feeling very well. She was hungry and tired. “Puh-lease, Simon? For me?”
 
   He turned his large blue eyes on her and smiled resignedly. 
 
   “All right. For you, my lady,” he said and took her hand, squeezing it gently.
 
   Luke immediately took her other hand. Paddy held up his shillelagh and walked into the darkening cavern. The two Knights and the woman between them all drew a deep breath and plunged into the cave behind the clurichaun. 
 
   They had barely gone a hundred yards when a low rumble echoed through the passages. The floor and walls shook very slightly sending down a shower of tiny pebbles from the ceiling.
 
   “Run, boys!” Paddy shouted and took off as fast as his short legs would carry him.
 
   Merry shrieked as the two men broke into a run, dragging her along with them.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Meredith Sinclair, Chevaliere d’Sargesse du Solomon, paced the floor in the library. These new developments had left her with a terrible headache. They had managed to find room in the house and in the lodgings of the apprentices for everyone who had returned from the underworld so far. She had spoken with Lucia at length about Marco and everything that had happened to her daughter over the past sixty years as it had passed for the lost children of the Templars. She was now worried about Lavon de Bleu who had apparently decided to go with the Djinni and a grandson she had never met, William von Hetz and his wife, Dunya, who had also chosen to go with the Djinni. She had visited with Jozsef and Anna as well. Anna had looked very familiar to her. A small, dark-haired woman with large dark eyes. Dunya was now her granddaughter-in-law having married Lucia’s son, William. It was all very confusing and highly disturbing. She had attempted to speak with Nicole, but Nicole had insisted that Lucio be present and Lucio had told her that Omar had been mistreating her daughter. Merry found this bit of news very hard to believe. From what she knew of Omar and Nicole, she thought it was most likely possible that it had been the other way around, but Lucio had seemed convinced that Nicole was telling the truth. Nicole also had an overt dislike of Konrad von Hetz. Konrad, on the other hand, had requested to meet with her and they had gone over many of the things that had transpired since she had last seen him. He told her of his request to Sir Ramsay for Knighthood and Merry had thought it not an unreasonable request in light of everything he had suffered due to Mark Andrew’s actions, but she had reservations in the back of her mind. She would never know exactly what had transpired between Konrad and Marco. 
 
   Pietro Barrati had died in the underworld not long after Marco and just before John Paul had been found dead on the stairs. Pietro had taken a fall on the beach cliffs according to Konrad. Another thing she was not too thrilled about. Pietro had been allied with Marco, but Jozsef had confirmed Konrad’s reports concerning John Paul and Pietro. Jozsef was of the opinion that both Pietro and John Paul had died of natural causes. Pietro had often visited the cliffs and gone down among the precariously positioned nests of the birds there for eggs. Jozsef assumed that Pietro’s advanced age and deteriorating health had caused him to fall to his death.
 
   Ruth Carlotti was a different sort of problem. Konrad had admitted to Merry how she had come to be immortal by accident. He had also confessed to having given the powder to Lucia and his sons as well. If her understanding of the way things worked was correct, Lucia would now begin aging and Ruth would stop aging. William, if he remained in the underworld would continue to be immortal and Apolonio would begin to age as well. Apolonio, unlike his brother, had not married. His uncanny resemblance to Lucio had astounded her and Lucio was terribly pleased with his grandson’s good looks. A painful reminder of how disappointed he had been when Marco had turned out looking more like her than Lucio. The Knight of the Golden Eagle would no doubt take Apolonio under his wing, no pun intended and then there would be two of them to deal with. Apolonio had appeared to be highly amused by everything and was presently following Planxty Grine all over the estate, looking at everything and marveling over all the wondrous things they had there. He would have no problem adjusting, but Jozsef’s wife, Anna, seemed to be in some sort of shock. She kept her head covered with a veil and hardly spoke a word unless spoken to first. Jozsef looked almost exactly like John Paul had looked at thirty-five and even had many of his mannerisms, but he was not John Paul. He talked much more and he made no prophecies. As far as she could tell, he possessed no special powers other than his ability to communicate with the faery creatures in and around the estate and he could see them as clearly as Planxty could. It was almost as if John Paul had indeed returned to them, but not quite.
 
   But these were not the things on her mind at the moment. She knew that any minute they would have another, grander problem to deal with. Mark Andrew would return with his brother, Luke, and her Simon. This Simon had avoided her like she was some sort of monster and she had tried very hard to be friendly to him. He had almost fainted when his father had told him that she was a Knight of the Council of Twelve. He seemed entirely horrified of her. She understood his fear. She had no idea what she would do when she faced her own image. If Mark Andrew had any plans for straightening out this mess, she could not imagine what they may have been. She almost felt as if she had lost him already. He would have his precious brother and a golden opportunity to start over with her. Not her, but another, younger, version of herself. Merry’s head hurt. This new Merry would have done nothing yet to cause him the pain that she had caused. What would she do? What would the other Merry do? She tried to think what she would have done or said or thought at the age of twenty-five if such a thing had happened to her, but it was impossible to think along such lines. The company of women is a dangerous thing indeed.
 
   She sat down in Mark Andrew’s favorite chair and leaned her chin in her hand. What would she say to herself? Would she lose control and allow her emotions to win out over her common sense and better judgment or did she even have any common sense at all? Thinking back on some of the things she had done in the past sixty years, she decided that her common sense was thin to non-existent. If she could tell herself one thing not to do, not to repeat what would it be? She thought long and hard about this for several minutes and then decided that one thing was not enough. She would need to tell this Merry many things. Many things not to do and many things to do that weren’t done. But she was quite sure that, at age twenty-eight, she would not have listened to anyone, let alone herself. She began to consider various alternatives to just talking to this new Merry. She had always been immune to fair speeches and advice from older and wiser people she should have listened to. If she’d had any sense at twenty-eight, she would most likely not be sitting in this chair, in this house at this moment. She would have been dead long ago if not for the Grace of God. And now she would face the impossible, her own worst nightmare. Herself.
 
   She wondered how much information this new Merry could handle if she decided to bestow a chronology on her. What if she just told her everything and let her decide? That would be more along the lines of what she might have wished at that age. A little credit for having a brain. Give her the history and let her draw her own conclusions. But how to do that? What should she do? Let her read the Order’s transcripts? That would not be possible. 
 
   This Merry was not a member of the Order and was under no obligation to keep their secrets to herself. Mark Andrew would never permit it. Whatever she did, it would have to be verbal or... mental? Mark Andrew was not the only one who could reach people without words. There were certain methods that she could employ to plant specific knowledge directly into the minds of others. She could, with the right incantations and invocations deliver information to the minds of others without them even knowing that it had been done. The thought made her sit straight up. Mark Andrew knew this mystery, her mystery, even better than she did and he was much more practiced and adept at using it. She wondered vaguely if he had ever planted anything in her mind or the minds of any of the others, but she knew Mark Andrew well enough to know that he would not do that unless it was absolutely necessary. And, besides, he didn’t really need to use the Wisdom of Solomon to accomplish such a thing. He had the power of his own mystery, the Key of Death, which allowed him to transfer huge amounts of information from one mind to another in either direction. Merry frowned and leaned back, pursing her lips thoughtfully. Could she, too, learn things from the minds of others? Not entire busloads of information. Not entire memory banks, but perhaps, just a few selected things. She mentally reviewed the workings and knowledge stored in her brain regarding her mystery. There just might be a way to do it.  Of course, she should not use her talents for her own personal reasons or gains. This had always been the rule, but to bring this Merry into line with today’s events, it would be beneficial to the Order in general. Perhaps it would make her understand what she had gotten into without causing a great deal of trouble for the Order and one thing she wanted this Merry to know up front and right away, was that Mark Andrew belonged to her and had belonged to her for a very long time. That he was not up for grabs and there would be no compromise on this issue. He may have fallen in a moment of weakness, but she had to keep telling herself that it was not really an indiscretion, since he had not planned to return to her and in his mind, at the time that it might have happened, only this new Merry existed and was, indeed, her. How could she blame him for having an affair with herself? But it really wasn’t an affair, was it? It was much more than that. She had no doubt that he loved her or else he would not have kept coming back to her even after what she had done to him. The only time he had actually been unfaithful to her was when he had brought Elizabeth back from Purgatory and the thought of that made her shudder. Again, he had not really expected to return from that little adventure either. And then of course there was that terrible little disaster in Rome when he had gone there on Holiday and ended up in a mental ward. She had been married to Lucio at the time so that was not infidelity either... not really. Again, her emotions and her mind made flip-flops in her head.
 
   She got up from the chair and hurried upstairs to draw a cleansing bath. She had been keeping up her incantations and confessions daily since everything had been going wrong and she was already prepared to use her magick for whatever purposes might be needed. When Mark Andrew returned, she would request a few moments alone with Merry Sinclair, the younger. She would impart enough knowledge on her to give her a chance to make the proper decisions concerning the child she was carrying and her immediate future and then sit back and see what transpired. 
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry had just finished her bath when a soft knock came on her door. She sighed and went to see what had happened now. Edgard d’Brouchart stood silently in the hall with a very grim expression on his face.
 
   “A word with you, if you please, Dame Meredith,” he said quietly as he appraised the white robe with the embroidered symbols of the Wisdom of Solomon that she wore.
 
   “Please, come in.” She stepped back and allowed him to enter. He looked about the room cautiously before stepping inside and then crossed the room to the window and looked out across the compound while she scooped her dirty clothes from the rocking chair. “Sit down, sir.” She went to toss the clothes in her closet. “Please excuse the mess... Sir, won’t you call me Merry? This formality makes me feel... bad.”
 
   He smiled slightly and eased himself into the chair as she pulled out the chair in front of her desk.
 
   “You look tired,” he told her.
 
   “I feel tired.” She sat down with one foot curled under her and leaned her elbow on the desk. They had stayed up most of the night before, talking about Mark Andrew and the story of the Skull of Sidon and had barely gotten any sleep all after the storm before Konrad had arrived with his party from the underworld. 
 
   Lucio had taken Lucia and Konrad and a few of the others into Edinburgh for dinner. It seemed that Konrad had missed the food more than anything and he wanted to eat everything. He also wanted a car for himself and Jozsef had agreed that they should try to get back into the land of the ‘normal’ as quickly as possible and so, Lucio had volunteered to go with them. The house was very quiet now as they waited for the next shoe to drop.
 
   “There is something I have to tell you,” he said immediately. “It is not good. With all the excitement this morning and the ensuing chaos, I have not had time to speak with you. I only just returned from dinner with Oriel and Louis. A good match there. They will be leaving for London as soon as things are settled here. I had a long talk with this Simon. He did not take the news of my being his father any better than the other one. Now I have two sons who resent me for what I did and this Simon is truly upset to learn that his brother... I will call them brothers for lack of anything better... but this Simon was extremely upset to learn that his brother was cured of his infirmity and had sired thirteen children. It seems that he thinks that it was against what God had in mind for him. That is understandable, I suppose.”
 
   Merry nodded. She had not had time to think what the two Simons might think of each other. That would be another terrible problem. 
 
   “Did you tell him that Simon and I were married for a short time?” She asked and yawned.
 
   “I didn’t get that far.” He shook his head. “I promised to speak more with him tomorrow.”
 
   “He will not be happy.” She looked at the floor.
 
   “No. He won’t,” Edgard agreed. “But that is not what I came to speak to you about. We have another problem.”
 
   “What is that?” She asked reluctantly. It was hard to imagine that they could have another problem.
 
   “The Skull is not where Sir Ramsay and I put it,” he said. “If Sir Ramsay did not move it, then someone else has taken it.”
 
   “No!” She leaned forward. “When? Who?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he shook his head. “I don’t know when he might have had time to move it. He left shortly after we stored it in the lab. The lock was still in place and the container he put it in is still where he left it.”
 
   “Konrad?” She asked.
 
   “I don’t even know if the boy knows it exists.”
 
   “Who else would know?”
 
   “Luke Matthew, perhaps.”
 
   “But he hasn’t come back here, yet, has he?”
 
   “He came here once, before Mark Andrew left. While he was still ill. He had the golden sword when I saw him in Mark Andrew’s lab. He didn’t know that I saw him here. It was when Simon left with him. Apparently, Simon... our Simon, thought he was Mark Andrew while he was in his confused state and Luke thought that our Simon was his Simon.” Edgard laughed softly. “Things only get worse. Ignorance is surely not bliss. That was before your things arrived from America.”
 
   “Ahh.” Merry nodded. This was bad news. “What would Mark Andrew want with it, if it was he who took it?”
 
   “I wouldn’t know that either.” The former Grand Master looked at her intensely. “It is said that all the powers of darkness can be concentrated and directed through the use of the Skull. I can only hope that he does possess it. It would be best if he were wielding it and not some other.”
 
   “What should we do?” She asked.
 
   “We can do nothing that I am aware of. We can only hope that he returns soon and we can sort this out. I had no right to go into his cabinet in the first place. It will cause him to trust me even less if he learns that I opened it.”
 
   “You say that Luke Matthew had the golden sword with him?” Merry asked thoughtfully.
 
   “Yes, he was wearing it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   On the way home to Lothian, Lucio ended up in the car with Nicole Ramsay Kadif. Jozsef and his wife and Konrad and Lucia had arranged for their own cars and Konrad had wanted to find someplace to buy himself and Lucia some new clothes and Jozsef had gone with them taking Anna along. She had nothing but the oriental style clothes she had worn at her grandfather’s palace. Oriel had loaned her a dress to wear to Edinburgh, but she needed her own clothes and everything else one needed to live. He had managed to rid himself of Ruth by sending her and his credit card along with them, but Nicole refused all of his efforts to be rid of her. Nicole, unfortunately, had her own things still in her room on the third floor of Mark Andrew’s home and had insisted on returning home with Lucio.
 
   “Do you think my father will allow me to stay with him?” Nicole asked as they drove along.
 
   “I don’t see why not. It was your home before you left.” He was very uncomfortable with her now. His mind was a million miles away, wondering where Mark Andrew was and what would happen when they finally got the two Simons back and the two Merrys. It would not be a good thing. He had been trying to think of some way to convince Mark Andrew to allow him to take care of this second Merry. He could find her a place in Edinburgh or some other town near the compound in Lothian. And he could watch over her until they decided what should be done about her. In the meantime, he would have to try to gain her trust. She had already walked out on him once with Luke Matthew at Konrad’s palace. He supposed that he had not made a very good impression on her even though he had saved her life on the balcony, but then he had threatened to throw her over himself. It was no wonder she had chosen to go with Luke Matthew.
 
   “But he never really cared for me or my brother,” she told him, interrupting his thoughts.
 
   “He is not the easiest person to get to know,” he defended Mark Andrew as best he could. He knew that Mark Andrew had a terrible aversion to the twins born in such evil circumstances. He also knew that neither Nicole nor her brother had ever made any attempts to get to know their father. Merry had complained to him often enough about it and Mark Andrew had mentioned that he did not know what to do about them. Ultimately, he understood what Mark Andrew’s solution had been or would have been to the entire situation. Wipe them all out and start over, but that had not worked and now there was another Knight claiming to be the Golden Eagle. He remembered reading about Carlisle Corrigan from ages past when the red-headed Welshman had been Simon’s apprentice for a short while, though he’d never known him very well. He wondered what would become of that situation. Carlisle had not seemed overly friendly or willing to accept what had happened. Corrigan looked on him as the interloper. Something would have to be done about that. Perhaps Mark Andrew would make Corrigan take over the mysteries of the Temple. That would put them back in line as the Council of Twelve instead of the Council of Eleven, but there was still the small problem of two Healers, two Simons. The thought made him shudder. Two Simons. Impossible, yet that was not so bad as the thought of Luke Matthew still being around after all this time. 
 
   And what of Omar Kadif? Lucio had thought that Luke Matthew’s soul had been given over to the son of the Djinni, but apparently, this was not so. Omar must have been somehow engineered from Luke Matthew just as Dunya had been made from Cecile Valentino, but it made no sense to the Knight of the Golden Eagle. He had been very happy to learn that Dunya and Omar and the Djinni were going elsewhere with the exception that they had taken his grandson, William, with them. Not to mention John Paul’s wife Aurora and children, Nicholas, Gregory and Michele. And what about Lavon de Bleu? He would need a new apprentice. Perhaps one of Simon’s sons....
 
   “I really hope that you know how much I appreciate what you did for me, Lucio,” Nicole told him. “You know that I have always admired you.”
 
   “You have?” He glanced at her. She looked so much like her mother, it was uncanny.
 
   “Yes.” She smiled at him and then looked out the window. “I had planned on going to America. You know, getting away and just living a normal life.”
 
   “That would be difficult... a normal life, I mean,” he told her. “I’m afraid that our little family does not have the luxury of living normal lives.”
 
   “But Louis and Oriel will have a normal life in London. I mean, sort of,” she said.
 
   “But Louis and Oriel are members of the Order and they will be working out of London,” he shrugged. “She will be taking over the financial end of the business in London from Montague’s offices there as soon as his senior accountant.”
 
   “Do you think my father would allow me to become part of the Order?” she asked and her face lit up.
 
   “How so? In what capacity? I believe he would rather see you go off to college,” Lucio mused. It was what he would do with her. Ship her off to college and then try to arrange a marriage, perhaps, with one of the Templar Captains in... in... He glanced at her. In Cairo. Some place far away. There had to be something for her to do. She could go into communications or records or analysis. Perhaps she could marry one of their physicians or even Sir Barry. He needed something to do. And Lucio also knew that Montague had been contemplating marriage, although he had wanted to marry Oriel. If Nicole had truly changed....
 
   “You think so?” She asked.
 
   “Sure. You could learn something useful and then offer your services in some capacity. I’m sure there would be an opening somewhere and a husband within the Order,” he nodded.
 
   “A husband?” She frowned. “You think he would want to marry me off?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that a husband would give you more of the normal life you want. And if you found a husband in the Order, then it would be no problem.”
 
   “And what about you? Do you intend to marry again?” She asked him point blank.
 
   “I hadn’t thought about it. I don’t seem to have much luck with wives,” he laughed nervously.
 
   “What about Ruth Carlotti?” She asked. “Ruth seems to think that you and she are still involved.”
 
   “I don’t know what will be done with Ruth,” he told her truthfully. “She wants to go back to Italy and I told her that I would help her get there.”
 
   “You see? You are a good man, Lucio. She must get on your nerves with all that ‘bambino’ stuff.”
 
   “She is a sweet girl,” Lucio defended the Sicilian woman. “She’s just confused. She’s been through a lot. I suppose anyone would be a bit ragged around the edges after living with the mighty Djinni for so long.”
 
   “Ohhhh. Ahhhh,” Nicole mimicked Lemarik’s favorite words. “He was really strange. He scared me, too. He did the weirdest things. But he was crazy about Ruth.”
 
   “Yes, I know,” Lucio nodded. “He has a weakness for pretty faces.”
 
   “And you don’t?” She asked and smiled impishly at him. He had seen that expression on her mother’s face a million times.
 
   “I do,” he admitted. “It has always been one of my worst character traits. The company of women is a dangerous thing.” He laughed.
 
   “But sometimes danger can be fun, no?” She mimicked his accent and he narrowed his eyes. Merry used to do this as well and it was very disconcerting to hear her voice and almost see her face in the seat next to him and not know that the Rule of the Order concerning the company of women had been specifically invented because of women like Nicole Ramsay.
 
   “Nicole,” he said very carefully, trying very hard to mask his Italian accent that he felt he did not have. “What I did for you, I would do for anyone in the same position. Of course, your connection with the Order and especially because you are Sir Ramsay’s only remaining child, made it doubly important that I help you out of your troubles. I don’t want you to think that you owe me anything. You owe me nothing.”
 
   “But John told me that if I ever found myself back in this world and if I had any doubts or anything or any questions that I should talk to you. That you had known my father longer than anyone else alive and that you would give me the best advice on how to deal with him. John also told me that you knew my mother very well since you were married to her for seven years and had known her for another fifteen or so years before that and of course you have known her now for over sixty years. He said that you would know more than anyone as far as helping me and that you were the one I should turn to if anything happened to him,” she explained almost breathlessly.
 
   “John? John Paul told you that?” Lucio glanced at her and saw that her face was clouded and she appeared very close to tears.
 
   “Yes. He was the only thing that kept me from throwing myself over the cliff. He was the only one who understood and who would listen to me. And now he’s gone. Do you mean to tell me that you would also send me away? That you would try to make me marry someone else just like Yasmin made me marry her son?”
 
   “No, no, no.” He shook his head in frustration and was reminded that his hair was getting quite long. He could feel the curls on his neck now. “I meant that we could find you a proper place in the family where you could be happy. But Nicole, I have a question for you that has been bothering me.”
 
   “Yes?” She raised both eyebrows innocently. “You can ask me anything. I promise you that I will tell you whatever you want to know.”
 
   “I was curious as to why you did not age. Marco and Pietro aged in the underworld and John Paul as well. You and John Paul had the same mother and father. You should have aged. You should not be here,” he said slowly.
 
   “I lived with Omar and his father. There were many things there that did not make sense. It seemed that when we moved into our own palace, weird things happened. It was like we would be at our palace and things would happen, you know, like in a few days and then we’d go to visit and years had passed at Konrad’s palace.”
 
   “Ahh,” Lucio nodded. It was entirely possible that the Djinni knew some way to keep his household on normal time. While time was altered in the underworld and passing much faster than usual, the Djinni had kept his watch set to Greenwich Mean Time. Remarkable. If John Paul had lived with the Djinni, he would have still been alive. As would Marco and Pietro, most likely. They had only been gone a few months and yet, sixty years, more or less, had passed while he had slept in Sam’s tree house cocoon. He made a mental note to stay away from the underworld in the future at all costs. If he had not been with Sam, he might have aged as well. “That might explain things as well about Ruth.”
 
   “Yes. I believe she began to age as soon as we left Omar’s palace,” Nicole agreed. 
 
   Lucio nodded. Another terrible problem which put him in mind of Jasmine de Bleu Dambretti. She was still somewhere in America. Of course, she probably had not noticed that she had stopped aging, but it would just be a matter of time. Konrad, Konrad, how could he have been so careless?
 
   “I hope that you will show your support for me when my father returns,” she said after a moment. “I know I’ll need someone to take up my cause.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he told her though he felt he would have to confess the sin.
 
   “You know what scares me most?” She asked him.
 
   “No... Konrad?” He guessed.
 
   “No. Being alone,” she sighed. “I am not used to being alone. Especially at night.”
 
   “Oh,” he nodded and glanced at her sidelong. A terrible suspicion began to enter his mind and he felt ashamed of having thought it. “You won’t be alone. There are many people in your father’s house. If you have any trouble, all you have to do is shout and someone will be right there.”
 
   “Where do you stay?” She asked him and the suspicion deepened.
 
   “Here and there,” he told her vaguely.
 
   “Do you still have your room on the second floor above the parlor?”
 
   “I suppose, if it’s still available. They may have given it to someone else while I was away.”
 
   “But you went there to change clothes and everything. I mean your stuff is still there.”
 
   “Oh, si`, but it was all in the closet. Someone else might be staying in the room.”
 
   “I think you are lying to me,” she laughed. “You are afraid of me?”
 
   “Oh, no. No. Not at all,” he lied outright and resisted the urge to cross himself.
 
   The drive to the house came into view and he was very relieved to be home. He made another mental note. Stay away from Nicole Ramsay. Perhaps Apolonio might be better suited to show her a bit of the local countryside. If she could settle back into the daily routine of living and then make some positive plans for the future, then she would be all right. She was a beautiful girl... woman and there would be no shortage of young men wanting to take her out and get to know her and wanting to be with her... and that would be trouble. He’d had a very hard time keeping up with Marco and Jozsef when they had gone to the University in Edinburgh. And he’d worried constantly about Lucia when she had gone off to Paris and then off to work with the Templars in Egypt during the war and then look what had happened. She’d married Konrad von Hetz. Of all the ironic things. “I am not afraid of you, I’m afraid for you. The world is a very big, bad place Nicole. Your father would not want anything to happen to you. In fact, he and your mother were beside themselves when you disappeared. We looked for you for months. We never gave up hope. I sympathized with them very much. I looked for my own daughter for six years before I was able to get her back. I would look for her for sixty years or six hundred years and I would do the same for you. Sir Ramsay was directly responsible for finally recovering her for me. I am forever indebted to him... for that.”
 
   “I see,” she nodded. “So you really do care for me.”
 
   “Of course. We are all like one big family. Like Mr. Potato Head’s family. We are almost all interchangeable. I could be your father for instance,” he said hopefully, trying to emphasize the difference in their ages. It went over her head. She obviously didn’t know what Mr. Potato Head was. He slammed the Humvee into park and got out. He was in such a hurry to get inside and away from her that he forgot to help her out of the tall all-terrain vehicle he had borrowed from Montague. She opened the door and then shrieked as she fell onto the rocks in the drive.
 
   Lucio had made it all the way to the top step. He spun around and hurried back to help her up.
 
   “Are you all right?” He asked as he helped her brush the pebbles and dust from her clothes.
 
   “Of course. How stupid of me. I think my sandal was tangled in the... Oww. Ohh.” She put her foot down gingerly on the drive. “I believe I’ve twisted my ankle.”
 
   Lucio knelt beside her and looked at the offended foot. It didn’t look swollen... yet.
 
   “Here.” He offered her his arm.
 
   “Thank you.” She smiled and took his arm.
 
   She took one step and went down again, moaning and groaning.
 
   “Oh, no.” She frowned as he helped her up again. “It must be broken. It’s terrible.”
 
   Lucio looked up at the house in mild hysteria and all about for help, but it was late and no one was up. He sighed and picked her up. She wrapped both arms around his neck.
 
   “Thank you...thank you so much...Lucio my love. Ohh. That’s awful,” she moaned again and made a face. Her ploy was so lame, Lucio wanted to laugh at her.
 
   He took her up the steps and into the house. There was no one in the hall. He carried her up the stairs to the second floor, stopped at the foot of the stairs to the third floor, looked about and then carried her up to her room, very glad that no one was about to see this chain of events. He set her down outside her door and then opened it for her. She held onto his arm as he helped her inside and to her bed.
 
   “Thank you, Lucio,” she nodded to him. “I can manage now. I have an ice pack... oh, I don’t have any ice. That’s OK. It’ll be all right.”
 
   “I can bring you some ice,” he told her with a pained expression. “Just get the pack and be careful. I’ll be right back. Try not to do yourself anymore harm,” Lucio muttered under his breath. “Or me for that matter.”
 
   When he was gone, Nicole hurried to the bathroom, checked her makeup, put on more cologne, found the pack and rushed back to the bed where she applied dark gray crème eye shadow to her ankle.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen of Nineteen
 
   Then I was by him, as one brought up with him
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry stopped at the foot of the stairs and frowned up at the fleeting figure of what appeared to be Lucio Dambretti disappearing down the hall toward his room, carrying someone else. She cradled the wine bottle to her and hurried up the stairs after him. She had been waiting for an opportunity to speak to him alone. They had not spoken to each other since she had learned of Marco’s death and she felt that there was something that needed to be said, though she didn’t know what. She reached the second floor landing and turned right, expecting to see him entering his room, but instead he was not in the hall. She stopped to listen and heard footsteps upstairs on the third floor. She walked back to the top of the stairs and looked up at the third floor balcony in time to see him step inside Nicole’s room.
 
   “Lucio?” she said his name softly as if trying to digest this strange behavior. 
 
   Or had it been Apolonio? He would have been almost indistinguishable from his grandfather in this light and at this late hour. Perhaps her grandson and her daughter were having a late night meeting? This did not set well with her. She did not trust Nicole in the least and she did not know Apolonio. She would not tolerate such unseemly behavior under her roof. She had always had the worst suspicions about Nicole and her brother Luke and it made her blood run cold to think of such a thing having occurred in her house between her children. She would not allow it, but what if it had been Lucio? She could not tell Lucio what to do... could she? Nicole was her daughter, but Nicole was a grown woman and had been for an indeterminate number of years now, plus she had been married to Omar Kadif and had three grown children of her own, one of whom happened to be her granddaughter-in-law and great-granddaughter combination by her marriage to John Paul’s son, Jozsef. Something that Konrad had pointed out to her with great relish. And according to Konrad, her grandson, Lavon, was going to marry Aurora, John Paul’s widow. He was going to marry his step-mother who was also his step-niece. This was too much. She could not think about it. She hurried back to her room and rushed inside, slamming the door and leaning against it with her eyes closed. She hoped it was Lucio. At least he was not related to her daughter by blood, but... dammit. They were becoming totally unholy.
 
   “What is wrong, my child?” Edgard got up to take the wine and glasses from her.
 
   “Nothing,” she said shortly and collapsed into the chair in front of the desk. “I’m just feeling a bit under the weather.”
 
   “That is understandable.” He set the glasses on the table and poured her a glass of the wine. “Here, drink this. You will feel better after you’ve had some rest.”
 
   “Sir.” She looked up at him. “What is happening to us? I believe I just saw my daughter being carried into her room by Lucio.” The words rushed out in spite of desire not to say anything. She desperately wished that Mark Andrew was there, but he would have probably simply gone up and killed the Knight of the Golden Eagle if he were. She fought the urge to cry.
 
   “He probably associates her with you. Lucio has always had a problem with the ladies, Meredith. It is just his nature, but he still loves you. He never got over it when you left him.”
 
   “I didn’t leave him; he left me,” she said miserably.
 
   “And now you are worrying for nothing.” D’Brouchart smiled slightly. “I’m sure that you misjudge him. Don’t jump to conclusions just yet. At least give him the benefit of the doubt. You know very well that he knows Mark Andrew better than any of us, you excepted, and it would be very dangerous for him to...” d’Brouchart’s voice trailed off. Lucio had not been afraid to take Merry from Mark Andrew and Merry had not been the first woman Lucio Dambretti had taken from the Knight of Death.
 
   She drank down the wine and managed a tight smile for him.
 
   “I’m sure you’re right,” she sniffed.
 
   “There, that’s better.” He resumed his seat in the rocker and sipped his wine.
 
   “You were going to tell me the story of Excalibur,” she said as she remembered why they were still there, talking together at such an hour. The mention of the golden sword had set him off on a tangent and he had promised to tell her the story of the sword if she would provide him with something to ‘wet his whistle’.
 
   “Ahh, yes, the great mystical sword from the lake.” 
 
   He leaned back in the rocker, causing it to squeak ominously.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucio let himself out of Nicole’s bedroom very quietly, closing the door gently and looked about the upstairs balcony and then down over the railing to the second floor landing. All was quiet. Why on earth did these things have to happen to him? He hurried down to the kitchen for ice for her ankle. The old cook, Jonathan, was sitting at the table, leaning against the wall. Lucio drew up short, but then heard a soft snore. The old boy was sound asleep.
 
   He scrounged up an ice bucket from one of the cabinets and managed to fill it from the ice bin in the freezer. He grabbed two bottles of spring water from the refrigerator for Nicole and started back by the cook. Jonathan snorted, coughed and sat straight up.
 
   “Sir.” The old man blinked at him. “Can I fix something for you?”
 
   “No, no. I have it. Just some ice and something cold to drink.” Lucio smiled at him. “Please. Don’t bother.”
 
   “Ahh.” Jonathan nodded and his head drooped again.
 
   Lucio shook his head and sighed. Did the old man never go to bed anymore?
 
   He took the ice back upstairs to Nicole’s room and filled her ice pack for her while she sat on the bed drinking from a bottle of water. She actually had a dark bruise on her ankle and he felt guilty for having thought that she was faking it. But he was relieved that she was truly hurt.
 
   “There’s aspirin in the medicine chest,” she called to him as he rummaged in her bathroom for a wrap for the ankle.
 
   He found the Ace bandage and the aspirin and brought them to her.
 
   “Would you mind?” She took the aspirin and scooted around onto the bed, holding her injured foot up to him hopefully. “I never could do those things right.”
 
   Lucio wrapped the ankle deftly and hooked the tiny metal clamps in the fabric then set the ice pack on the foot.
 
   “OK,” he said. “Anything else, before I go?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “You’ve been wonderful. Oh, would you mind looking in the closet?”
 
   “In the closet? For what?” He glanced around.
 
   “I don’t know. Just look in there, please. Luke used to look in there for me every night. I think there was some kind of faery or something living in there. I used to hear all sorts of noises in there at night and it would scare me.”
 
   Under any other circumstances this would have seemed a ridiculous request, but considering whose house it was, it seemed perfectly reasonable to assume that something probably did live in her closet. He looked inside but saw nothing.
 
   “I see nothing there,” he told her and raised both eyebrows. “Anything else?”
 
   “Just one thing,” she said and smiled at him, crooking her finger for him to come closer. “Give me a hug. You’ve been so nice.”
 
   Lucio went to give her a hug and she kissed his nose again.
 
   “Thank you, Lucio and good night,” she told him as he headed for the door.
 
   “Good night, Nicole. Don’t worry. Things will be fine. I’ll check on your foot in the morning.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said as he closed the door.
 
   He let out a sigh of relief, crossed himself and nearly broke his neck getting back to his own bed.
 
   Nicole closed her eyes. She was very glad that nothing was in her closet. She would have to try harder with Lucio. He was playing very hard to get. She had no doubt that she was getting to him, but he was obviously very much afraid of her father and her mother as well.
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    “Look out!” Mark Andrew shouted at Christopher and the apprentice swung at the screaming Dybbukym that was pursuing him through the gate of the cottage. Christopher killed the thing and ran for the porch. Mark Andrew’s stallion reared and dumped the Knight of Death on the ground as two of the orange creatures attacked him at once. He fell heavily to the grass and rolled away, coming up with Marco’s sword. He killed both of them and then followed Christopher to the porch. The two stallions bolted across the meadow in a panicked mini-stampede.
 
   The young man stood waiting on the porch, clutching two long knives in either hand.
 
   “Thair’ll be more o’ them,” Mark Andrew told him as he surveyed the line of red lights on the meadow. The drums were beating out a frantic pace now and hundreds of the reddish-orange creatures swooped and swirled above the meadow. “Get inside. Quickly now.”
 
   They went inside the deserted cottage and bolted the door. Mark Andrew lit one of the oil lamps on the table and stoked a fire in the hearth.
 
   They sat down wearily on the bench facing the window and waited. Christopher jumped as one of the things crashed against the window on the porch and screamed something at them through the glass before disappearing.
 
   “What are they?” He asked at his Master. The things had appeared just as dusk had fallen and had caught them riding out of the woods into the meadow.
 
   “Debookims. Th’ Unseelie Court o’ faeries. Evil. They wair brought ‘ere by th’ Mad Arab t’ protect ‘is dragon,” Mark told him. He got up to search for something to drink and brought them both wooden cups full of spring water from the bucket on the table.
 
   “The dragon? A real dragon?” Christopher asked softly.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “And will they come inside?” He asked.
 
   “I dunna know.” Mark Andrew turned up his cup and then cringed as something very heavy struck the door, causing it to bulge inward slightly. “Thair air warse things out thair.” The door was struck again and one of the hinges popped.
 
   Mark Andrew got up and positioned himself cross-legged on the floor facing the door. He pressed his palms together and lowered his head. He concentrated his attention on the hobgoblin he knew was on the porch and imagined the thing burning up in a blue flame.
 
   An unutterably horrid scream erupted on the porch and a blue flash lit up the window. A terrible thrashing and pounding and scraping noise set up, followed by more yowls and howls.
 
   Christopher crept to the window and peered out.
 
   “Great Scot!” He shouted and then looked at Mark Andrew in shock.
 
   “Thank ye,” Mark Andrew smiled at him and Christopher frowned at the idea of his Master making a joke under the circumstances. In fact, Christopher had never heard his Master make a joke under any circumstances. Another crash sent Christopher scrambling back to the table as a second beast broke down the fence and headed for the porch. It would be a very long night.
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    “This way!” Simon shrieked and grabbed at Paddy’s shoulder. He flung the clurichaun and Merry toward a small indention in the cavern wall. 
 
   They huddled in the protective cover of the natural dap in the wall as another rolling spout of liquid fire filled the cavern behind them. Smoke billowed up the cave, choking them momentarily. The heat was awful and the smell sickening. Sulfurous and toxic.
 
   “Wot th’ divvil ist?” Luke Matthew ventured a quick look down the cavern.
 
   “The dragon!” Simon told him and dashed back into the cave. “Go. Go. Go!” He whispered loudly as Paddy and Merry hurried out of the cubby hole and began to run as fast as they could up the incline.
 
   Luke Matthew pushed the Healer in front of him as they made a mad dash to get away from whatever was pursuing them. A terrible roar deafened them and a blast of hot stinking air washed over them from behind. A terrible whooshing noise followed them that sounded like a great inhalation of air as the wind changed direction and struck them from the front.
 
   They rounded a curve in the passage and fresh air struck their faces. The two Knights carried Merry bodily between them as they burst from the mouth of the cave and stumbled over the rocks of the cairn in the meadow on Mark Ramsay’s estate. Paddy was already at the gate, working desperately on the lock with a big key. Dark smoke drifted from the hole and up into the clear night air. They soon stood in the moonlit meadow looking toward the tall stone house that rose above the lower structures housing the barracks, Academy and administration buildings. Barry’s gym was an imposing structure off to the left. Simon could see a light in Merry’s bedroom on the second floor and another in Montague’s office closer at hand. He would take them to the Seneschal first.
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    “You must be jesting!” Montague shook his head and stared at de Bleu. “This can’t be right.” He shoved the printout away from him across the desk as if it were on fire.
 
   “But it is,” de Bleu insisted and nodded his head. “That is the latest financial report from the monasteries on Ramsay Island. The profits from last month’s sales alone of Ramsay’s Stout. A remarkable sum.”
 
   “It is indeed. But you mean to tell me that Ramsay has retained the Isle of Man and the holdings he amassed there in the other time-line?” Montague frowned the question. He understood nothing of this and wanted nothing to do with it.
 
   “Yes. You see.” De Bleu plopped down in front of the desk and recovered the paper, pushing it back in front of Monty. “Sister Meredith pulled him from the other time only a few weeks ago. Everything he did up until the time she pulled him back here, still exists. Everything he did and everything that happened up until June 23, 2000 remained unchanged. That is why we have two Merrys, two Simons and two Golden Eagles. If she had pulled him back sooner, which she couldn’t because we didn’t exist before say, June 21, 2000 in that time line, other things would have changed. Only the things that he did after June 23, 2000 will cause changes in the past. Since he went back in time in 2060, everything he did between June 23, 2000 and the day we retrieved him two and a half weeks ago, remain intact. Therefore, Brother Ramsay still owns Ramsay Island and the monasteries and breweries there along with St. Patrick’s Island and the castle. I believe you were saved from oblivion due to only a slight glitch in the time-lines which caused them not to be perfectly matched. When he returned, a few things were jolted back to what they were as we knew them. For example, Sir Martin St. John disappeared about the same time you did, but he is also back.”
 
   “Great Scot!” Montague continued to shake his head. 
 
   “That’s an understatement,” de Bleu muttered.
 
   It was all much too confusing for the Seneschal. “Well, at least the monasteries are running in the black. And I have heard already that Ramsay’s Stout is very fine ale made with an old secret recipe from Kilkenny, Ireland. Damn me, de Bleu.” He reached for his near empty glass of wine and then made a face. “Do we never have a proper claret in this house?”
 
   De Bleu smiled. “No. But there is a fine supply of stout in the cellar.”
 
   “Paddy Puffingtowne! Well, blow me down,” Montague laughed and put one hand over his face.
 
   A knock sounded on the door and Montague frowned at de Bleu. It was very late and they were slap-happy from pouring over the records, trying to get everything in the proper perspective in order to report to the Grand Master as soon as he returned.
 
   “Come in!” Sir William called impatiently, expecting some minor emergency to have erupted at the barracks with one of the boys.
 
   The door opened slowly and Simon of Grenoble peeked inside at him.
 
   “Brother?” The Healer asked tentatively as he stepped inside the room. He was dressed in dirty, blood-smeared black BDUs .
 
   “Simon!” De Bleu jumped up. “What happened?”
 
   Montague’s eyes widened as Luke Matthew and Merry Sinclair crowded into the room behind the Healer. They had been expecting this.
 
   “Ahhh. Sir Ramsay,” Montague smiled resignedly at Mark Andrew’s brother. “Welcome home, Brother.”
 
   “Whoor you?” Luke asked and glanced about the office of the Seneschal.
 
   “This is Sir William Montague, Knight of the Holy City. He is your brother’s Seneschal.” Simon introduced them in an almost absurdly formal fashion as if they were still living in the Middle Ages. “Sir William, allow me to introduce Luke Matthew Ramsay, Chevalier d’Orient, Poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple, brother of the venerable Grand Master, Sir Mark Andrew Ramsay, Chevalier du Morte. And this...” He pulled Merry forward. “Is Meredith Sinclair, lately of Texas in America only just come from St. Patrick’s Island off the coast of the Isle of Ramsay formerly known as the Isle of Man.”
 
   “Madamoiselle,” Sir William bowed his head slightly to her and then came around the desk to greet Luke Matthew very formally and very cautiously in the Templar fashion.
 
   “And this is Sir Armand de Bleu, Chevalier du Trone, historian for the Order of the Red Cross of Gold,” Simon continued the formal introductions much to Merry’s surprise. She could not believe they didn’t know each other. “Sir de Bleu is the successor to the office formerly held by Sir James Argonne.”
 
   De Bleu followed Montague’s example and also greeted the Knight of the Orient stiffly. Montague and de Bleu hugged and kissed the Healer as Luke Matthew appraised them both suspiciously. He then turned to Simon questioningly.
 
   “I remember ye, de Bleu. Ye wair a scrawny boy at Barry’s Academy. But did ye say thot me brother is Grand Master,” he frowned. “And this is now th’ headquarters o’ th’ Order?”
 
   “Oui,” Simon nodded.
 
   Luke frowned and shook his head. His brother had failed to tell him this bit of news.
 
   “Wot ‘appened t’ Italy?” He asked.
 
   “The mountain.” Simon shrugged. “Vesuvius took back what was hers.”
 
   “Ahh. Then me brother did well t’ bring evrathing ‘ere. I nevar cared fur Italy.” Luke smiled tightly. “And whair is me brother now? I wud loike t’ see ‘im. I wud loike t’ know wot ‘e wants done with th’ lassie.” He jerked his head toward Merry. “I cud take ‘er back t’ th’ isle, but ‘e said t’ come ‘ere.”
 
   “He went to the underworld,” Montague told him. “He has not returned yet. I can offer you a room, of course. There are no vacancies in the house at the moment, but there are a few rooms in the apprentice’s quarters, if you would like to rest before morning. We are expecting the Master back shortly.”
 
   “I see.” Luke looked at Merry and then smiled and winked. “Ye wud nae ‘ave a barn ‘ereaboots?”
 
   “Don’t start with me,” Merry snapped and frowned at him.
 
   “We have stables for the horses,” de Bleu offered in confusion.
 
   “Aye, thot will do.” Luke turned his crystal blue eyes on the French Knight. “I’ll take meself t’ th’ stables then. Wud ye care t’ join me, lassie?”
 
   “I would not.” She took a step back and Simon caught her arm.
 
   “I think that Miss Sinclair would prefer a room in the apprentice’s quarters, Brother,” Simon told Montague. “Brother Armand, would you see to her needs? I would need to speak with the Chevaliere. Make sure she has everything she requires.”
 
   “Of course,” de Bleu started from the room. He held the door for Merry. She shot a dark glance at Luke and he shrugged. When they were gone, Simon turned on Luke.
 
   “Brother, you should not goad her in such a manner. She does not understand what has happened to her,” the Healer chastised him.
 
   “Brother, I dunna understand wot ‘as ‘appened t’ me, bother her. This was my house th’ last toime I was ‘ereaboots and now ye tell me thot thair’s nae room fur me ‘ere. Me brother ‘as some more explainin’ t’ do.” He turned to Montague. “I’ll just take meself up t’ th’ house and sleep in th’ parlor or th’ cellar. I’ll nae be dictated whair t’ sleep in me own ‘ome. I saw a loight in me bedchamber. I moight just toss th’ occupant out on ‘is ear. I’m in nae mood fur more surproises.”
 
   “You can have my room, Brother,” Simon told him. “There’s no need to be upset. Sir Ramsay, er, your brother will straighten everything out when he comes home.”
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    “So Excalibur was not the sword in the stone?” Merry looked disappointed.
 
   “No. Arthur did not receive Excalibur until after he was anointed king of Northumberland and Briton.”
 
   “I thought he was King of England.”
 
   “England did not exist then. This entire region known as Scotland today was Northumberland, Lothian, the land of the Britons and Wales, in general. It’s all very complicated. Just think of him as being king of everything north of Hadrian’s Wall and Ireland as well.”
 
   “That’s very confusing.” Merry frowned.
 
   “Yes, it was or is,” d’Brouchart agreed. “What you know as England was, at the time, controlled by various peoples. Saxons, Britons, Angles and Normans later on. It is easier to think of them all as different tribes of Celts. In the north were the Picts and the Orcs, another tribe of Pictish peoples. Very barbaric and warlike people. And then there was the Viking influence as well. It was not a friendly place to say the least and there were fourteen or fifteen different kingdoms in this area alone. Arthur, with the help of his advisor and chief sorcerer, Merlin, managed to bring them all together under one banner. But Excalibur was a gift from the goddess, delivered into his hand by the Lady of the Lake, purportedly Lancelot’s adoptive mother.”
 
   “Sir Lancelot was adopted?” Merry was astounded.
 
   “Yes. As I said, it was all very confusing. And much of it is lost in history. King Arthur supposedly had Sir Perceval throw the sword back into the lake just before he died of his battle wounds. I believe that Merlin kept the sword. Merlin predicted that the red dragon would return someday and reclaim the land.”
 
   “But why did King Arthur fail?” Merry asked him.
 
   “He failed because of his lack of faith in God and his sins. He slept with his sister.”
 
   “Oh, my God.” Merry’s mouth fell open. “But what about Queen Guinevere?”
 
   “She was in love with Lancelot. She gave the king no heirs. A familiar story, no?”
 
   “Too damned familiar,” Merry said in disgust. Sometimes she was ashamed to be human and wished she were a fish or a grasshopper. “And did Merlin have a wife?”
 
   “He supposedly had a love affair with the Lady of the Lake.” D’Brouchart smiled at her. “It is a very involved story. Perhaps we should...”
 
   He was interrupted by a soft knock on the door.
 
   Merry went to open the door and saw Simon standing in the dim hallway. She almost shrieked and he held his hand over her mouth as she hugged him tightly.
 
   D’Brouchart stood up.
 
   “Father,” Simon nodded to him when Merry released him.
 
   “Simon,” d’Brouchart said gravely. “You have returned.”
 
   “Yes and I have brought someone with me.” He stepped aside and Luke Matthew entered the room cautiously.
 
   “Your Grace.” Luke went to embrace d’Brouchart in the Templar fashion.
 
   “Brother.” 
 
   Luke’s eyes fell on Meredith and he froze.
 
   “Brother Luke. May I introduce the Chevaliere d’Sargesse du Solomon, Poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple, Meredith Nichole Sinclair-Ramsay.” Simon held out his hand to Merry. “Sister Meredith, Chevalier Luke Ramsay, Knight of the Orient.”
 
   Luke Matthew took her hand and kissed the back of it lightly never taking his eyes from her face.
 
   “Th’ honor and th’ surproise is oll moine,” he said and looked to d’Brouchart for explanations though he had seen this woman in his brother’s mind. He had not understood it until now.
 
   Merry thought she would faint. Here was John Paul, the same face, the same build and the same voice as John Paul but with Mark Andrew’s accent. Even the same title as the Prophet. The Knight as they called him in the flesh. 
 
   “A pleasure sir,” she managed to say. He was not as scary as his shade had been in the underworld when Mark Andrew had brought him to his castle from Purgatory. This one’s eyes danced with amusement and amazement.
 
   “So I see me brother ‘as devoised a way t’ sin without sinnin’.” He narrowed his eyes. “And now ‘e wud ‘ave two woives? I dunna think ‘e is thot desarvin’. It moight be bettar if I took th’ other one back t’ th’ isle and waited thair fur ‘im. If ‘e is th’ Grand Master as ye say, then th’ others air dead now and thair wud be no danger in retarnin’ t’ th’ castle.” Luke jerked his head around to glare at d’Brouchart as another memory of what his brother had passed on to him recurred. D’Brouchart was no longer the Master and was, indeed, ex-communicated from the Order altogether. “Ye’re excommunicate? Ye shud not be ‘ere,Sir. I dunna loike this atoll. Th’ lassie will sure die from distress.”
 
   “You can’t take her anywhere, Brother, until Sir Ramsay returns,” Simon told him. “You would do well to take your rest and wait for him.”
 
   “How so?” Luke looked down at the Healer. “This one sent ‘is witch hunters t’ me brother’s castle t’ burn ‘im at th’ stake and now ye expect me trust ye? I saw ye thair with Corrigan and von Hetz, Brother and ye ‘ardly stood against them when they chained me ‘and and foot and put ‘im in th’ foire. ‘ow do I know ye’re not plottin’ against ‘im even now? This makes nae sense. I thought ‘e was showin’ me th’ future, but I see ‘e was showin’ me th’ past. I’m nae prophet nor diviner o’ prophecy.”
 
   “That was not me at your brother’s castle, Luke,” Simon shook his head. “Please try to understand.”
 
   “I’m here with Sir Ramsay’s permission,” d’Brouchart spoke up. “I am merely a guest.”
 
   “I wud ‘ave a word alone with th’ wooman.” Luke eyed both of them darkly.
 
   “Sister?” Simon looked closely at Merry. Her face was pale.
 
   “It’s all right, Simon,” Merry told him. “I will speak to him.”
 
   D’Brouchart started to protest and thought better of it. Luke Matthew was not to be denied. He was highly agitated now and would most likely fight them both at the drop of a hat.
 
   “We’ll wait in the hall,” he told Merry and then followed Simon out the door.
 
   “Won’t you sit down?” She waved one hand at the chair vacated by d’Brouchart.
 
   Luke went to sit on her dresser instead, dangling his long legs over the side.
 
   “This was me bedchamber,” he said looking about the room. “This was me ‘ouse. So ye’re me brother’s woife, eh?”
 
   “Yes.” She remained standing near the bedpost, thinking it would come in handy if her knees gave out.
 
   “And th’ mother o’ ‘is children?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And ‘ow many children does me brother ‘ave?”
 
   “He had three. Two are dead. Unless you want to count Ian McShan.”
 
   “Ian McShan?” Luke’s face shattered into a terrible scowl. “Ian McShan was my son.”
 
   “Oh,” she nodded. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Thair’s nae need t’ be sorry. And how did ye come t’ be a Knoight?”
 
   Merry backed up to sit in the chair in front of the desk.  It would be a long, long night. She raised both eyebrows and smiled at the Knight.
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    “He is not in my room?” Simon frowned at his father.
 
   “No. He is with Corrigan in the apprentice’s quarters. He is not happy about this situation as you can well imagine. I am afraid that he did not have the time to work things out in his own mind as you did before he learned the truth and it has affected him profoundly. He has asked me see that you do not happen upon him before he is ready to face you,” d’Brouchart sat next to Simon on the top step of the second floor landing. They were waiting for Luke Matthew to emerge from Merry’s room. He had been there for over an hour now.
 
   “And what do you suppose that means, Father?” Simon asked him.
 
   “You should be able to answer that better than I can. What would you have thought? What would you have done?” 
 
   “I don’t know. Perhaps Sir Ramsay did wrong to stop you from sacrificing me,” Simon shrugged. “Perhaps I was supposed to die on that mountain. Perhaps he is meant to be here and not me.”
 
   “That is not possible. Remember that the will of God cannot be changed. If you were meant to die, then you would have died,” d’Brouchart told him. He did not like to be reminded of that terrible time.
 
   “How do you feel about him?” Simon asked hesitantly.
 
   “He is you... as you were. I can do nothing other than love him as I have always loved you,” his father told him slowly shaking his head. It was all very perplexing. 
 
   “There cannot be two Healers, Father. There cannot be two Chevalier du Serpents.” Simon stared down the staircase. “One of us has to go.”
 
   “You cannot ask me to decide such a thing.”
 
   “I would not ask you to do such thing.”
 
   “You cannot decide such a thing.”
 
   “No one could do such a thing.”
 
   “How would you correct such a thing?”
 
   “I would ask the Grand Master.”
 
   “The Grand Master is not here.”
 
   “Then I will wait.”
 
   “And what about the other Meredith?”
 
   “She, too, must go.”
 
   “Then you have already decided.”
 
   “Decided what?”
 
   “Who must go.”
 
   “I have, haven’t I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh.”
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    “And so now we air allowed t’ take woives. And ye say thot this one was yur son and th’ son o’ me brother?” Luke Matthew looked up at Merry from the photo album he held in his hands. He had been quite shocked to see the photographs of John Paul and Michele.
 
   “Yes. John Paul. Mark always said that he looked exactly like you and it is true. I also saw you when you were about twenty-five.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “In the underworld and here. Mark brought you out of Purgatory for a short while when he was living in the underworld as king of the faeries.”
 
   “Thot is truly amazin’. And ye believe thot this babe will be John Paul again?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “It would only make sense to assume that history is repeating itself in some instances.”
 
   “I dunna think thot ye air roight aboot th’ babe.” He shook his head. It was hard enough to believe that his brother had already managed to sin with the woman, much less cause her to be with child. “She may not...”
 
   “She is,” Merry insisted. “The Djinni told me and he has never lied to me.”
 
   “And this creature, the Djinni, ‘e told ye thot th’ babe is yur son t’ be born again?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then we must not let ‘er go. I will take ‘er t’ th’ isle and keep ‘er thair.”
 
   “What if she doesn’t want to go with you?”
 
   “She will,” he told her point blank, tilted his head to one side and grinned at her. It was very unsettling. “She’s taken quoite a fancy to me, she ‘as.” He nodded to himself in satisfaction. 
 
   Merry had never seen this expression or this behavior or heard such words from Mark or John Paul. They might have all shared the same architecture and the same DNA, but they were all as different as daylight and dark.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “How d’ ye know things, my lady?” he asked her and tilted his head to the other side in amusement. “I am quoite capable o’ love. Ye’re ‘usband doesna ‘old th’ pattern fur it t’ ‘imself. If ye can love ‘im as ye say ye do, then she or you cud love me as well.”
 
   Merry was flabbergasted at his reasoning. Twins were known to be eccentric about their identities and after living together for over 800 years... well, maybe they were... interchangeable.
 
   “You are very sure of yourself.”
 
   “Yur other you said thot I was quoite rude and barbaric. I think she loikes thot in a mon. Tell me I’m wrong, lassie.”
 
   Merry fell silent. He was not wrong. Mark Andrew had told her almost the exact same thing not too very long ago. 
 
   “What about the baby? It belongs to your brother,” she objected.
 
   “At least it will ‘ave Ramsay blood. Thot is more than some fathers know o’ their sons. And if ‘e looks loike this one,” he said thumping one of the baby pictures of John Paul “‘oo wud evar know th’ dif’rence?”
 
   “You have a point,” Merry nodded. It would solve the problem of the second Merry and the baby she carried, but she doubted that Merry would agree to such an arrangement readily. As far as Luke Matthew, he reminded her very much of his brother. Mark Andrew had always claimed that he wanted only to live simply. Luke Matthew seemed to be living Mark’s dream. Luke was too simple to believe. “I suppose it would not hurt to ask her.”
 
   “I’ll nae be askin’. She will go, by ‘ook or by crook,” he told her. “Th’ warld ‘as become too complicated with all this jumpin’ aboot and warryin’ aboot ‘oo’s ‘urtin’ ‘oo’s feelin’s. Th’ way o’ things used t’ be much easier. Ye listened t’ wot ye wair told t’ do by ye’re bettars and ye did it. Th’ problem is thot people nae longer recognoise thair bettars when they see them. Ye’re American Constitution was oll roight fur th’ men ‘oo wrote it at th’ toime they wrote it, but they wair wrong aboot one thing. Oll men air not created equal. And thot wud ‘old true fur women as well.”
 
   “That is not the thinking of the modern free world.” She felt her temper rising just a bit at his insinuation that neither she nor her other self were to be counted among the ‘bettars’.
 
   “And thair is nae such thing as a ‘modern free warld’. Nothin’ is free in this warld ‘r any other. Thair ‘ave been great kings and great queens, but not evra one can be a king ‘r a queen. Some ‘r leaders and others ‘r followers. Ye ‘ave t’ recognoize th’ dif’rence. Th’ problem with America is thot evra body thair thinks they ‘r oll leaders and they go aboot in oll directions, followin’ none and owin’ allegiance and loyalty t’ none. Ye canna get anything done loike thot. A mon ‘as t’ be ready t’ die fur ‘is beliefs and ‘is king. In my case, I wud die not only fur God but fur th’ Order and fur me brother as well because ‘e is th’ leader and I am th’ follower. Ye must recognoise thot in ‘im yurself ‘r ye wudna be ‘ere ‘avin’ this conversation with ‘is beluvt brother. Since ye air me bloomin’ sister-in-law as well as me sister o’ th’ Order, I’d ‘ave t’ lay down me loife fur ye as well.”
 
   Merry said nothing. She had never thought of Mark Andrew as a king. Not in the true sense of the word, but she knew that she would have followed him anywhere and put her life in his hands without the slightest sense of dread or regret, but she thought that was simply because she loved him.
 
   “Ye wud do it,” Luke said as if he could read her thoughts. “Ye wud follow ‘im t’ th’ ends o’ th’ airth and not look back. And so wud I and so wud Simon of Grenoble, Barry of Sussex, Louis Champlain, Carlisle Corrigan and these others as well and some I wud not know. Th’ Rittar wud ‘ave done it until Satan got to ‘im in th’ form o’ Thomas Beaujold. Hugh de Champagne. I cud go on with th’ list, but twud not mattar. Thair is more thair than romantic love, my lady. Thair air more types o’ love than th’ one. I think ye know wot I mean. Me brother showed me many things consarnin’ this warld and it changed nothin’. I will take ‘er with me when I go.”
 
   He pushed himself off the dresser and stood up.
 
   “You can stay in John Paul’s old room,” she told him. “It is the next room down. His clothes are still there. They’ll fit you. You can have whatever you like there.”
 
   “Thank ye, my lady.” He bowed his head to her slightly.
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    “You would not give me the ring, my son?” Lemarik walked in circles around his son as they stood on the balcony of the great solitary palace in the midst of the Mountains of the Moon in Arabia.
 
   “I should wait for a while, Father,” Omar told him. “I’m sorry. I have to know that you will not start your own war.”
 
   “I have nothing to wage war with now.” Lemarik spread both hands in front of him. He did not understand this. “I would only wish to separate myself from this place. There is nothing here for me. I would return to Adar and stay with him. You and your family can stay here and do as you like. I will visit from time to time to see the children and you and your sister, Dunya. I would do nothing to hinder your purposes, Omar. Your destiny is set and your future is certain. You do not need me. You run a great risk keeping the ring.”
 
   “And how is that?” Omar narrowed his eyes sharply at his father.
 
   “There is a curse on the ring. It is what brought about the death of your mother,” Lemarik told him and shuddered at the memory of that terrible occurrence when he had fed Yasmin to the dragon, Innana. “If you say the wrong thing, I will be forced to destroy you. I would not want to do that. It would be very sad.”
 
   “And you cannot tell me what the curse is?” Omar smiled at him.
 
   “I cannot utter the words,” Lemarik shivered and floated slightly above the floor. “Allow me to take the thing and destroy it. I will go and you will not need to worry. You have what you need here and your powers are growing now that we have returned to this world. Already these men drift to you to hear your words. They will continue to come.”
 
   “I will not put you in the ring unless you interfere in my business,” Omar told him. “If it is company you desire, you may come and go as you please, but I may summon you if need be.”
 
   “That is an equitable solution, but I beg you not to wear the ring, my son.” Lemarik leaned to look first in one eye and then the other. 
 
   “I will take care of it,” Omar told him and then looked up as Dunya came toward them carrying Aurora’s youngest child in her arms. The baby was a beautiful little girl with deep blue eyes and dark hair. 
 
   “Ahhh,” Lemarik went to peek at the baby beneath the soft wrappings. “My sweet.” He kissed his daughter’s cheek. “This child is special. Meredith Michele. The prophet’s daughter. They will come for her. Adar will want his granddaughter and his grandsons. There will be trouble, Omar.”
 
   “I will allow them to visit,” Omar shrugged. “But the children will stay with their mother.”
 
   “There will be trouble,” Lemarik repeated the words softly and ran one slender finger along the baby’s cheek. The baby smiled at him. And the Golden Eagle would want his grandson, William to come home as well. Lemarik shuddered. He wanted no trouble between Adar and his family, but it was inevitable. It was destined to happen and there was nothing he could do about it. And now Lavon de Bleu was here with Omar as well.
 
   “You are free to go, Father,” Omar told him. “Just stay out of the way.”
 
   “Your words are hard, my son,” Lemarik told him and his normally animated features grew cold and dark. “I will do as you say, but remember what I have told you and remember that you have taken something that Adar will want back.”
 
   “I am aware of that, but he will have a hard time taking it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen of Nineteen
 
   For my mouth shall speak truth; and wickedness is an abomination to my lips
 
    
 
   Two weeks turned into three and the Council met together for the first time since the Grand Master had gone to the underworld. It was also the first time that Simon had seen himself face to face. He had dreaded and avoided the situation as requested by his father until now. Sir Montague had called this meeting and he had ordered both Simons to attend as well as both Knights of the Golden Eagle and Luke Matthew.
 
   As they sat around the Council table, none of them said anything; each of them seemed lost in thought. Corrigan sat next to his Simon, staring at the other Simon across the table. His Simon stared at the glass in front of him, concentrating his attention there as if he might break the glass by sheer willpower. Lucio Dambretti sat directly across from Corrigan watching the Welshman suspiciously with just the hint of a smirk on his face as if he were waiting for the man to make a wrong move.
 
   Montague came in followed by Armand de Bleu carrying an armload of computer gear and printouts. Guy de Lyons led the opening prayers and Armand took roll in alphabetical order. A first. They were usually counted by seniority. Konrad von Hetz sat at the end of the table in the no-man’s-land between the apprentices and the Knights. His dark eyes constantly traveled around the faces of the Knights of the Council. He had made known his intentions of taking his place among them as soon as the Grand Master returned.
 
   “As you all know,” Montague began his address “time passes at a different rate in the underworld and whereas the Grand Master has been gone three weeks, it has not been so long for him. We still expect him back at any moment and have no reason to doubt that he will return as soon as he can. There is much to be resolved and he requested that Armand de Bleu and I have a full report waiting for him upon his return so that we could get down to the business at hand which would be, first and foremost, sorting this situation out to the best advantage of the Order.” Sir William looked about the table. Only Louis Champlain was missing. He was in London with his wife, Oriel and from all reports, their reunion was going as well as could be expected.
 
   “It will be my recommendation that Sir Luke Matthew Ramsay be the natural replacement for Sir John Paul Sinclair-Ramsay as Knight of the Orient. There is one other opening in the office of Knight of the Temple. All of you have been interviewed by both myself and Brother de Bleu regarding your opinions and suggestions or requests concerning these matters. The office of the Grand Master has been petitioned by several members of this Council and I will now make known my recommendations regarding those petitions, some of them being quite involved and over-lapping. First of all, I have a petition from Brother Asher Schumacher who wishes to step down from his office as Knight of the Apocalypse.” A slight murmur circulated the room. “Brother Asher has requested to be allowed to resume his status of apprentice to the office of the Apocalyptic Knight. He wishes to return to Switzerland to carry on the work of his former Master, Konrad von Hetz, with the orphanages and hospitals there. There is much merit in his request as the business of God’s charity concerning the welfare of homeless widows and orphans must be maintained as a vital part of the Order’s obligations to God. However, his request will be complicated by the matter of his immortality. Should his request be granted, then I would recommend that the Ritter’s son, Konrad William, present apprentice to Sir Mark Andrew Ramsay, be appointed to fill the position left vacant by Sir Schumacher as a natural progression wherein the son follows in the footsteps of his father.” Montague paused and Konrad frowned. This possibility had never occurred to him before. He blinked and looked at Lucio Dambretti, but the Knight of the Golden Eagle was staring at his unlikely counterpart, Carlisle Corrigan. It seemed that Dambretti had very little interest in Konrad von Hetz. 
 
   “Next up...” William continued. “Since Sir Corrigan and Sir Dambretti share the title of Knight of the Golden Eagle, it would seem that one of them should carry the office and the other should step down. By rights, the title should go with the senior officer who would be Brother Lucio who was granted the office by the former Grand Master Edgard d’Brouchart some two hundred years earlier than Sir Corrigan. Sir Corrigan on the other hand, in all fairness, should not be forced to resign his status as a member of the Council of Twelve. That leaves us with one position and two candidates.” Sir William looked at first one Simon and then the other. “Brother Simon, or Brothers Simon, have been with the Order as members of this Council longer than Sir Corrigan in that Sir Corrigan was, for a span of sixteen years the apprentice of Brother Simon before assuming the office of Knight of the Golden Eagle when that office was left vacant by the deaths of both the former Knight of the Golden Eagle, one Archibald Grandefleur and his apprentice at the time from injuries they both suffered during the Inquisition according to Sir Corrigan’s remembrance. A double suicide, I believe, is that not correct, Brother Armand?” Montague glanced at Lucio Dambretti and the Italian shuddered visibly. So Mark Andrew did not return to Rome and rescue the Knight of the Golden Eagle from the dungeon in his second go of it. This surprised Lucio immensely. “But let me clarify this for the sake of those involved. The Knight of the Golden Eagle in question here, that is the one who died during the bloody... pardon me... inquisition was not Lucio Dambretti.”
 
   Lucio was immensely relieved to hear all this. As strange as it seemed, he did not want to think that he had suffered the Inquisition and then subsequently committed suicide even if it was in another time and another place. This would mean that Sir Ramsay did not succeed or did not try to rescue this Golden Eagle from the dungeons.
 
   “Yes, that is correct. I am not sure of the exact circumstances, but both Sir Grandefleur and his apprentice killed themselves or rather it was a murder/suicide pact wherein the apprentice beheaded the Knight and then hung himself. There was a suicide letter from the Knight, but it was lost, apparently and only the facts of the incident remain recorded in the annals which cited the inability of Sir Grandefleur to forgive himself for having confessed to several crimes during the Inquisition which he felt led directly to the deaths of several of his Templar Brothers at the stake. A very sad story. I am quite sure that Sir Ramsay could shed some light on this if anyone cares to ask questions.” De Bleu looked about the table and Luke Matthew scanned their faces as well. None looked at him. They did not want to hear it. “Enough said on the matter then.” De Bleu resumed his seat.
 
   “Brother...” Lucio raised his hand subconsciously like a child in the classroom and Montague nodded to him. “This Grandefleur, he was in prison in Rome?”
 
   “No....” The Seneschal turned to de Bleu for verification.
 
   “France, Sir,” de Bleu supplied the answer.
 
   Lucio nodded. That was even better. Mark Andrew might have tried to rescue Grandefleur unsuccessfully. Things were much worse in France in those days. It was no small miracle that Mark Andrew had been able to rescue Simon d’Ornan before he had been killed.
 
   “Sir Grandefleur was arrested with me,” Simon the younger spoke up. “Sir Boniface was killed and Mark Ramsay barely escaped with his life that day. Sir Ramsay left us to our fates and it is no wonder that Sir Grandefleur killed himself. I am the only survivor of the Inquisition.” Several pairs of eyebrows shot up around the table. So this Simon remembered the dungeon. 
 
   “You were never in the dungeon!” Simon, the elder protested. This Simon was still confused about the dungeon incident. Everyone who knew these stories turned their eyes away from this strange discourse.
 
   Simon, the younger, stood up and glared at his counterpart.
 
   “You may never have been there, Sir, but I assure you that I was there. Perhaps that would explain many things about you.”
 
   “Please, Brothers. Hold your peace. There are many things to work out. We are quite sure that history did not treat us all the same in both time lines. That much is certain,” Montague interrupted them. “That leaves us with only the one unresolved matter. Brother Simon, I will call him the younger since he is technically younger than Brother Simon who has lived beyond the year 2000. Brother Simon, the younger, has not made a request to remain in the Council whereas Sir Corrigan has petitioned the Council to retain his services. I would ask that Brother Simon, the younger, make known his own preferences. He would be next in line for office of Knight of the Temple.”
 
   Simon, the younger, looked at Corrigan and then at Simon, the elder and then at Luke Matthew, blinking slowly. His face was pale and his eyes were very large.
 
   “I will give it some thought, Brothers. I am a Healer and a priest, not a magician or a sorcerer as my father was before me.” His jaw was set stubbornly. “I believe at first glance, Sir Corrigan would more closely fill that bill rather than myself. I hardly think that Simon, the elder, would consider stepping down as Chevalier du Serpent to give the office over to me, though I would challenge him on the matter, as I do not wish to step down from that office.”
 
   Another murmur circulated the table. What was he saying?
 
   “Are you challenging me to a duel?” Simon, the elder, narrowed his eyes at himself. This shocked even him.
 
   “I would keep my post, Sir.” Simon, the younger, raised his chin slightly. “I am but a poor Knight of the Temple, Healer and priest, and I would not give up my position in a swap meet of the devil. You may take the Knight of the Temple and I will retain Knight of the Serpent or else I would see you die at the end of my sword. I would retain my title and offer position of apprentice to Sir Corrigan.”
 
   “If that is your petition, Sir, then I will consider it,” Simon, the elder, almost smiled at the replica of himself. He was quite pleased that he had the fortitude to make such a bold statement and self-assertion of his rights. He would not have thought himself capable of such a thing before Sister Meredith had inadvertently changed his life so profoundly. “But should I decide to accept the office of Knight of the Temple, the act should not be seen as a capitulation or a sign of cowardice, but rather as a sign of respect for the former holder of that office, my father, Edgard d’Brouchart, whom I do not perceive as a magician or sorcerer, but as a man of great and worthy esteem. You, Sir, should learn to respect your elders, if not your betters.”
 
   “Your father is ex-communicate. That should speak for itself,” Simon, the younger, did smile at his counterpart and Simon, the elder’s face turned dark red.
 
   “Our father is what he is and he is still our father,” Simon retorted and stood up.
 
   “There will be none of this!” Montague hit the table with his fist. “There are several more items on today’s agenda and I must remind all of you that nothing will be settled here today, but will be placed before the Grand Master when he returns.”
 
   Simon, the elder, resumed his seat.
 
   Merry sat stone-faced throughout this exchange. It somehow did not surprise her at all. Nothing surprised the Chevaliere anymore. She’d had her talk with Meredith Sinclair and it had been disastrous. The younger Merry wanted nothing to do with her. She wanted to leave Scotland and everything behind her and had tried to coerce or cajole everyone in the house including old Jonathan, the cook, to take her to Edinburgh. They had assigned constant watches on her to prevent her from leaving on foot and she was strictly forbidden from visiting the stables where she might gain access to one of the horses. Meredith sat looking at Luke Matthew as he honed the blade of a long, silver-handled dagger that she recognized as one of John Paul’s own. No one had dared tell him that weapons were not in the Council.
 
   Luke Matthew spent a great deal of time with the younger Merry and she had seen him walking with her in the afternoons in the meadow. She wondered what in the world they were talking about on these walks. Was Luke ‘akchooly’ courting her? But Simon, her Simon, spent time with the younger Merry as well, usually meeting her after breakfast and allowing her to read some of the manuscripts and unclassified records that Armand de Bleu produced. Simon answered her questions about the younger Merry as best he could, but always with a blush. There was no doubt in Meredith’s mind that Simon was definitely ‘courting’ her doppelganger and she seemed to be growing quite fond of the Healer as well. There would be trouble. Merry, the younger, took her lunches on the patio or at the pool with Carlisle Corrigan and Lucio had taken her out to dinner at least half a dozen times since they had come to the house in Scotland. Meredith was very concerned about these things. 
 
   The growing competition for the younger Meredith’s time and attention amongst the four Knights would have to be addressed eventually. Only Luke Matthew had made known his intentions to take the younger Merry away, but he had said it only to her, apparently and he seemed to have no worries about the others. Very typical of the Ramsay psyche, it seemed. They were very sure of themselves until reality hit them square in the face. Luke Matthew Ramsay would not go down without a fight where this Merry was concerned. Add to that the fact that the two Simons were not going to get along at all. Of all the things she had expected to happen when they finally met each other face to face, this possibility had not entered her mind, though it did not surprise her. She had somehow imagined that they would automatically like each other, hug, kiss and accept. How very wrong she had been! 
 
   She glanced at Lucio and he smiled at her. Meredith did not return his smile. Why was he smiling? Did it mean he was no longer angry with her? She had seen Nicole tagging after him on several occasions and every time Lucio ventured down to the pool, she managed to show up there wearing virtually nothing. This was another worry. Nicole had serious mental issues and Meredith knew that the girl... woman... would never admit it or allow her mother to even broach the subject with her. Meredith had questioned Jonathan the morning after she had seen Lucio entering Nicole’s room and she had learned to her chagrin that Lucio had come to the kitchen that night for ice and drinks and had returned upstairs. Furthermore, she had seen Lucio coming from Nicole’s room the following morning and when she had questioned him, he had become angry to the point of exploding on her. His explanation had done little to exonerate him in her opinion and furthermore he’d stalked off, leaving unanswered questions. After that, he had refused to talk to her. She had kept a close watch on the situation, but nothing more had developed as far as she knew. Lucio had at least shipped Ruth off to Rome and set her up there with an apartment, a car and a job. They would still have to deal with Ruth Carlotti sooner or later when she discovered that she was no longer aging. She would have to be moved about from time to time, if they survived much longer, which Meredith seriously doubted now. Her grandson, Jozsef, and his wife, Anna, had gone to London to visit Champlain. Champlain was mulling over the idea of taking on Jozsef as his new apprentice and she thought this was a good idea. Of course, Mark Andrew would have to approve that as well. 
 
   Luke Matthew looked directly at her and frowned. She blinked and then returned her attention to Montague who had apparently directed a question to her. Seeing Luke sitting there, honing the blade put her in mind of the vision of Luke Matthew, the specter, that Mark Andrew had taken from Purgatory and brought to his castle in the underworld. It was uncanny.
 
   “Sister?” Montague’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said and felt her cheeks burn. “I didn’t hear the question.”
 
   “I asked if you would want to search for John Paul’s body and lay him to rest in the Chapel of Glessyn.”
 
   “Oh, yes. Of course,” she nodded. “He would like that, I believe.”
 
   Montague nodded. “Jozsef has drawn a map of the underworld for de Bleu and marked the place of his burial along with the burial sites of his half-brother, Marco and his apprentice, Pietro Barrati. I believe that it would be best to bring our Brothers home to rest. There are also several Templar soldiers buried there from the war with the Queen as well as two Captains. It is high time we brought them home.”
 
   A series of ‘ayes’ concurred with his statement. There was still the sticky question of John Paul’s mystery and Knighthood. Did he need Mark’s services even though he had aged and died in the underworld? An unspoken question.
 
   “That will be decided of course, when the Master returns as it will require a sizeable expedition to the underworld. A risky endeavor to say the least.”
 
   “Now, as to the presence of Edgard d’Brouchart...” Montague cleared his throat. “I realize, as should the rest of you, that the Rule specifically forbids us to associate with ex-communicates unless the man in question is absolved by the Bishop or the Master. Monsieur d’Brouchart has been absolved by the Master and therefore we are free to associate with him on a limited basis, but I would remind you all that he is no longer a member of this Council and that he is not privy to what is said and done in this chamber. Please feel free to offer him whatever hospitality you may see fit and speak to him as you see fit, but I must insist that you not divulge too much to him or you will be in violation of the Rule of Order and you may be subject to disciplinary action. Monsieur d’Brouchart is a reservoir of experiential wisdom and knowledge and may be most beneficial as counselor, but not as confidante. Please keep your conversations with him generalized. Is that understood?”
 
   Everyone at the table nodded with the exception of Simon, the elder.
 
   “Now as for Meredith Sinclair, the younger,” Montague sighed and picked up a sheaf of papers. “I have here before me all the reports concerning her activities over the past two weeks. That is, I mean to say, the reports of her unacceptable behaviors. As you can see, the compilation is extensive.” The Seneschal shot a glance at Meredith as if it were her fault her doppelganger would not behave and she felt her cheeks burn even hotter. “These reports contain everything from swimming nude in the swimming pool at midnight with Reuben d’Ornan to trying to throw herself from the roof of the Gymnasium.”
 
   Someone in the back of the room cleared his throat loudly.
 
   “I believe,” Montague continued after slapping the papers back on the table “that she is merely attempting to test our boundaries here like a small child. She has tried everything from bribery to offering sexual favors to any and all who would convey her to Edinburgh or other points from which she could make her departure from our company. I must remind every one of you that she is not to be trusted and that we are already in deep trouble concerning her existence at every turn. We are holding her against her will even though, according to the official records on file in America, Miss Meredith Nichole Sinclair was reported missing in June of 2000. She was wanted for questioning in the deaths of two persons whose bodies were discovered in her home and was never found. In essence by this time, she would be a very old lady at very best, but for those of you who have not taken the trouble to watch the news broadcasts of late, I suggest you should tune in more often. Stranger things are going on and some may take her stories and accusations to heart. However, we are holding her against her will and that, in most countries, including Scotland, is a crime, punishable by very long prison sentences to anyone found guilty of such charges. Should Miss Sinclair succeed in her attempts to elude us, there will be trouble. Severe trouble. I would ask, Sister Meredith, that you attempt to communicate with her again concerning her situation. I do not believe that she fully understands what has happened here.” Montague rubbed his hands over his face and shook his head slowly.
 
   “I will... try, Brother,” Meredith muttered and looked about the table. All eyes were on her. “But I would like to remind my Brothers that Miss Sinclair is not me. I cannot be held responsible for her behavior and I will not be held accountable for her actions. I will do what I can as my obligations to the Order require, but I am no more her than these two...” She nodded to the two Simons “are each other. Simon, the younger, has been extremely rude to me and I know, in my heart, that Simon, the elder, would never have been rude to me in such a manner.” Simon, the elder, glared at his counterpart; Simon, the younger did not appear to be remorseful in the least at having been called out in Council. “Their life experiences have been different and that makes them different people. What has happened to the one has not necessarily happened to the other and this holds true for myself and Miss Sinclair. I take my office as Chevaliere very seriously and I will not be compared to her in any form or fashion. That she would offer herself in such a manner or attempt to commit suicide on a regular basis is no reflection on me. While it is true that she and I are basically the same person, our lives are now widely divergent and growing more so with every second that passes. I am anxiously awaiting the return of the Grand Master as we all are and I can only hope and pray that he will walk through the door at any moment and take charge of this assembly so that we can settle these things and get on with our lives and our mission.”
 
   “Aye. Aye!” Planxty Grine’s voice stood out clearly in the ensuing silence in support of his Master.
 
   “You wish to say something, Mr. Grine?” Montague addressed the Chevaliere’s aging apprentice.
 
   “I would, Sair,” he said and stood slowly. “I have never addressed this Council and you will excuse me if I falter, but I would like to say that Miss Sinclair is nothing like the Chevaliere. She is immature and frightened and we should all take that into consideration when dealing with her. But she is charming and sweet and very confused and it is easy to imagine that she is one of us, which she is not. Only yesterday, she came to the lab unescorted. She had eluded her escort by pretending to be sick and had then crawled out the window at the bathhouse. I would remind everyone as Sir Montague has said, that extra precautions should be taken to assure that Miss Sinclair remains safely with us until Master Ramsay returns. In defense of my Master, I would like to say that Dame Meredith has done everything within her power to help Miss Sinclair adjust. But there is something that I think you should all know and that is that Miss Sinclair is looking forward to Master Ramsay’s return as much as, if not more so, than the rest of us. She believes that he is in love with her and that he will take her away from here as soon as he returns.” Planxty pursed his lips and raised his reddish-gray eyebrows. “She told me as much herself. I don’t know where she got this idea, but she is convinced of it. I would also like to note that she believes she is pregnant and she plans on naming her baby, John Paul, because she says that she knows that her baby is special and will be a prophet of God.”
 
   A loud disruption occurred in the Council Chamber as Planxty resumed his seat.
 
   “Can any of you explain this?” Montague asked when they had quieted down.
 
   “I believe I can,” Simon, the elder, stood up.
 
   “Please do,” Montague told him.
 
   “I was present when Brother Mark delivered a great deal of information to his brother, Luke Matthew. I believe that this knowledge was inadvertently transferred through me to Miss Sinclair. She suffered a seizure shortly after and she awoke calling the prophet’s name. It is the only way she would have known anything of John Paul at the time. It was completely accidental. I believe she may have learned things that she should not have learned and that she was not prepared to... assimilate, to use a modern term. I believe, from my association with her since, that she confuses herself now with Sister Meredith because the information she received has become like memories to her rather than information. She believes that Mark Andrew will come ‘home’ to her and not Sister Meredith. Everything that Brother Mark allowed Brother Luke to know about his long-standing relationship with Sister Meredith is now embedded and hopelessly entangled in Miss Sinclair’s mind and she is incapable of distinguishing the difference between her own memories and those of Brother Mark’s memories. Now, be aware, Brothers, she remembers things that the Grand Master remembers, not things that Sister Meredith remembers. She now carries memories from the mind of Mark Ramsay, not Sister Meredith, therefore her perspective of the situation is skewed and entirely different from anything we might imagine.”
 
   “Great Scot...” Montague sighed and sat down heavily. “That would explain much and complicate matters even more so.”
 
   “That would explain too much,” Meredith agreed.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew opened his eyes and felt the all-too-familiar rush of dizziness assault him again. It seemed all his blood was now in his head and he could no longer see clearly in the red light of the chamber. He tried to raise himself again and found that his arms felt leaden and unresponsive. Christopher had lost consciousness long ago and no longer responded to him when he called his name. The oddly elastic surface of the floor was still rising toward his head inexorably and he could feel the sticky stuff around his hands. Christopher’s hands were submerged in the viscous liquid, just as their feet were apparently embedded in the rock of the ceiling. How they had gotten into this precariously dangerous position was still a mystery to him. He remembered being in the cottage, listening to the Dybbukym as they attacked the windows and doors. He had killed four of the hobgoblins by use of magick and then something momentous had happened, though he could not remember what it had been. When he had next opened his eyes, he had found himself hanging upside down in this cave with Christopher hanging a few feet in front of him. They had tried in vain to extract their feet from the ceiling, but it had proven hopeless. Their current situation had become critical after much useless struggling when Christopher had realized that the floor below them was not solid, but liquid of some sort and was rising very slowly. Mark Andrew had no idea how long they had been there. They had talked to each other for a long time and then he had fallen asleep or rather, unconscious. Now he could barely see, but something very strange was happening. He was hallucinating. 
 
   He could see past Christopher into a long passage lit by the same reddish glow as the small chamber in which he hung and it appeared that someone was walking toward him. He knew it was a hallucination because whoever it was did not appear up-side-down, but rather right-side-up, which would mean that whomever it was that was coming, was walking on the ceiling.
 
   He closed his eyes, attempting to clear his mind and then opened them again.
 
   Lemarik stood directly in front of him, looking into his face curiously.
 
   “Adar, my friend and father!” The Djinni greeted him energetically and hugged him. “How did you come to be in such a terrible situation?”
 
   “Lemarik... please...” Mark Andrew tried to smile, but the effort was too great. “Did you miss me?”
 
   “I did. Oh, most certainly,” the Djinni nodded. His hair did not hang down as his and Christopher’s did, but rather, lay flat on the shoulders of his purple robe. “It seems that I have found you just in time.” He reached up, or rather, down, to touch the surface of the floor which had the appearance of thick red taffy. “This is no place to... hang around.” To Mark’s amazement, Lemarik laughed aloud at his own joke.
 
   “You are developing a very metropolitan sense of humor, my friend,” Mark Andrew told him and tried to raise his arms to keep the red stuff from reaching him. It looked hot, but was cool to the touch.
 
   “I am trying to learn the ways of this new and wonderful world,” Lemarik said as he swirled about and bent slightly to look into Christopher’s face. “This is your apprentice, Christopher Stewart? A fine young man.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “He is not well,” Lemarik shook his head.
 
   “Neither am I.”
 
   “Do you know how you came to be here?” The Djinni turned back to face him and looked up, or rather down at the floor. “I believe that this is part of your Purgatory. Did you die?”
 
   “No!” Mark Andrew shook his head and his hair flashed about his face along with several brilliant flecks of light. “At least, I don’t remember dying.”
 
   “Ahhh. Ohhh,” Lemarik nodded his head. “I do not believe you are dead. I have never seen any of your dead in this place. I believe they are quite invisible to me and for that, I am most glad.”
 
   “Can you help us out of this?” Mark Andrew asked. He was having a very hard time remembering his manners. Manners were very important to the mighty Djinn. He valued civility above all things.
 
   “Ohh. I believe so.” He bent toward the ceiling and Mark Andrew felt the Djinni’s hands on his ankles. “You seem to be stuck in the rock. I will break you free...”
 
   “Wait.” Mark Andrew grabbed his arms. “How deep is that stuff?”
 
   “Ohhh. Very, very deep. It comes from the Abyss.” Lemarik’s eyes widened as he straightened up. “But we must hurry. You will have to walk on the ceiling or else you will sink.”
 
   “I cannot walk on the ceiling, friend,” Mark Andrew objected as panic began to seep into his voice. The stuff was closing in on his head.
 
   “Of course you can. Watch.” Lemarik raised his arms to his sides.
 
   “No. Wait!” Mark Andrew screamed as he felt his feet come free. He grabbed desperately at the Djinni and then Lemarik had him by the hands as his feet fell into the mire below and he sank up to his waist.
 
   “You must concentrate, Adar,” Lemarik told him in frustration. “Now up you go.”
 
   Mark Andrew tried to relax and he felt himself rising up out of the thick, nasty stuff that made his stomach flip. His boots touched the rock of the ceiling and then he felt the odd sensation of weight in his legs and feet again though his hair continued to hang down toward the floor.
 
   “What about Christopher?” he asked and took a tentative step toward the apprentice.
 
   “Ohh. He is too ill. We will have to carry him.” Lemarik reached up, or down, to release the boy’s feet from the rock. “We must hurry. Whoever put you here is very powerful.” The Djinni held Christopher up by his feet. The apprentice’s head was below the surface of the muck. It seemed to rising much faster now.
 
   Mark Andrew grabbed Christopher’s arms and pulled him up and out of the floor. Christopher’s body sagged up between them as they hurried out of the chamber into the passage beyond. They had traveled about twenty yards when they fell to a solid rock floor. The fall nearly knocked the Knight of Death senseless. Lemarik helped him up.
 
   “Hurry. Hurry!” The Djinni urged him along as they picked up the apprentice again. This time the young man’s body sagged with the correct perspective. A loud burping noise erupted behind them. Mark Andrew glanced back to see a great bubble pop on the surface of the chamber floor and a terrible stench overtook them. He did not look back again as they fled along the ascending passage.
 
   The Djinni had no trouble carrying the weight of the apprentice, but Mark Andrew was having a terrible time. He was weak and disoriented and kept stumbling and falling. Lemarik finally stopped and frowned at him before lifting Christopher over his shoulder as if he were nothing.
 
   Mark Andrew caught up with him and walked alongside him, breathing hard.
 
   “How did you find us?” Mark Andrew asked him when he had caught his breath a bit.
 
   “I looked for you,” Lemarik told him simply.
 
   “Why did you come back?”
 
   “Omar has no use for me at the moment it would seem. I asked him to allow me to visit you.”
 
   “You asked...” Mark Andrew looked back and then stopped. They had put a considerable distance between themselves and the chamber of horror. A fresh breeze ruffled his hair and indicated that they were very near the surface. “Wait just a damned minute, Lemarik. Ye asked yur son if ye cud come ‘ere? Whoy? Whoy did ye ‘ave to ‘ave his permission?”
 
   Lemarik turned to look at him with a deep frown on his face. “He holds the ring you made, Adar. He took it from Konrad, your apprentice. Do not concern yourself. I beseeched him not to wear it whenever I am present in order that he should not invoke the curse and destroy himself.”
 
   “Konrad was told t’ set ye free. Whoy did ‘e not do it?” Mark Andrew pressed one hand to his forehead and put the other on his hip and turned in a circle in the cave.
 
   “Ohhh, yessss, you did, didn’t you?” Lemarik’s expression changed and he took Christopher’s limp form from his shoulder, dumping the unfortunate lad on the rock strewn floor.
 
   “Aye. I did.” Mark Andrew looked up at the ceiling. He could not believe that Konrad had disobeyed him. But the son of the Ritter had been rather angry with him when they had parted company. Still, Konrad was sworn to obey his Master’s commands without question and without hesitation.
 
   “Ohhhh. I had forgotten about that. These things happen when the upper management changes! I had forgotten that you were once my master. A thousand pardons, my father,” Lemarik grabbed hold of his father and spun around and around with him. “That is wonderful news, Adar! Wonderful! Glorious! Splendid! Magnificent! You are most kind. Most considerate. Most benevolent. Most generous. Most munificent. Most...”
 
   “Please, my son,” Mark Andrew pleaded and tried to extricate himself from the mighty Djinni. “Ye’re beginnin’ t’ sound loike Sam.”
 
   “Ohhh. Ohhh.” Lemarik spun away from him with his arms wrapped about himself in sheer joy.
 
   “But ‘e didna do it.” Mark could not believe the Djinni could be so happy when Konrad had failed to set him free and now his own son possessed the ring.
 
   “It does not matter, Adar.” Lemarik settled back to the floor of the cave and hoisted the apprentice to his shoulder again. “You have done me a service like none other before. I will be your slave forever. Anything you ask that I can grant will be granted. Anything within my power to grant shall be yours. A Djinni could not ask for a more pleasing father. And I will be your most pleasing son.”
 
   “Ye’re my only son at th’ moment,” Mark Andrew mumbled and hurried after the Djinni.
 
   They stumbled into the bright sunshine at the mouth of the cave and Lemarik laid the apprentice out on a flat boulder a bit more careful of his head this time. He brushed some small pebbles from Christopher’s face and arranged his hair carefully, fussing over him like a mother hen.
 
   The Djinni looked about and then put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. Mark Andrew bent over the apprentice and slapped his face lightly. His color had returned to normal and he was breathing regularly, apparently they had inhaled some noxious fumes in the caves. Fresh air was working wonders for the young man. His eyelids fluttered as he tried to wake up.
 
   Mark Andrew rose up at the sound of approaching hoof beats. Paddy Puffingtowne rode toward them on the black stallion. He led two more horses behind him. The great white stallion that John Paul had always ridden and the red horse that Lucio had ridden when he came to the underworld. The clurichaun looked like a small child perched on the back of the mystical horse. His dark blue tam bounced on his curly red locks and his green and blue plaid jacket sparkled with some sort of glittery sheen. He leapt lightly from the flat gray saddle and strutted toward them with his thumbs hooked in his suspenders. An ornate silver flask hung over his shoulders by a leather strap and he clenched one of his ever-present pipes between his teeth.
 
   “Andy, me boy!” He stopped to bow slightly before him. “I see ye found ‘im alroight.” He looked up at the Djinni, nodded and then offered Mark a drink from the flask. The honey sweet liquor went down smoothly and refreshed him immediately. Paddy poured a bit in Christopher’s mouth and the apprentice muttered something, but swallowed it quickly enough.
 
   “Ohh. Yes. Yes. Yes. It was most distressing to enter the caves again, but you were right to have me look for him there, my friend and Adar has set me free!” Lemarik grabbed up the clurichaun much to his chagrin and spun around with him. A shimmering cloud of silver dust puffed from the little man’s clothes.
 
   “Wotch me clothes, friend,” Paddy said indignantly as Lemarik set him down again.
 
   “But Omar has the ring,” Mark said again as he helped Christopher to sit up. The apprentice blinked in confusion in the bright light.
 
   “It does not matter. My beautiful son will do nothing to harm me,” Lemarik said and went to the white horse to take a bundle wrapped in white cloth from the horse’s back. “We have found your weapons, Adar.”
 
   “Paddy. It’s damned gud t’ see ye!” Mark Andrew reiterated as he regained more strength. He almost cried as he hugged the clurichaun. “This is me apprentice, Christopher Stewart.” He let go of Paddy and nodded to Christopher. He took his sword from Lemarik and handed the two daggers to his apprentice.
 
   “Paddy Elrood Puffingtowne of Buttersilk Farm, Kilkenny, Kilkenny County, Ireland, at yer service, Christopher Stewart.” Paddy took off his tam and bowed low to the apprentice. “I’ve ‘eard nothin’ but gud aboot ye, laddie. And ye ‘ave yerself a foine name. Verra, verra foine. But we must be off, Andy. Thair be tribble afoot in Scotland and yer brother’s aboot to run off with th’ lassie and Pierre is aboot t’ kill Pierre. And Willy is besoide ‘imself with tribulations. Sir Cumference is still thair and Pierre th’ second is nae too fond o’ ‘is bein’ th’ son o’ th’ gud king. And Merry canna do a thing with th’ lassie. Th’ lassie is corruptin’ Pete and Jimmy and Joey. Oh, tis tarrible, tarrible, just tarrible. And yer daughter ‘as ‘er eye on Lucky and she’s givin’ ‘im a fit. And Pierre th’ furst ‘as asked Merry t’ run away with ‘im t’ Paris and Carl is smitten with th’ lassie. But Lucky wants t’ take ‘er off t’ Edinbargh and see after ‘er. But the Knoight, yur brother, ‘as made up ‘is moind t’ wed th’ lassie and ‘e says ‘e doesna care if she be expectin’ as ‘e’s willin’ t’ take th’ bairn fur ‘is own t’ raise and ‘e says ‘e dusna care a whit aboot th’ rest o’ them. Ye’ve got t’ do something.”
 
   Paddy had talked the entire time they were mounting the horses. Christopher took the red horse and Paddy climbed up behind him. Lemarik sat on the white horse listening to the clurichaun in amazement. Mark Andrew’s head was spinning as he reined the black horse around.
 
   The cave they had emerged from was unknown to Mark Andrew; he looked about at the slightly unfamiliar terrain and wondered just how many caves were hidden in the vicinity. He took his bearings from the sight of the tall, solitary stone just visible through the trees and kicked the horse lightly.
 
   “And then thair’s Konnie,” Paddy continued the non-stop narrative as they rode along toward the other cavern leading to Scotland. “‘e’s made ‘is bid fur Knoighthood and Willy and Francois and Barry ‘ave come up with a plan t’ replace Wolfi with Konnie due t’ th’ fact thot Wolfi wants t’ go back t’ Switzerland and take over th’ Rittar’s auld charity wark thair. Which moight not be a bad idea, but Konnie’s got a bone t’ pick withee and he’s champin’ at th’ bit t’ ‘ave it out withee aboot strandin’ ‘im ‘ere in th’ underwarld fur so long. And Lucy, bless ‘er ‘eart. She’s lost ‘er bairns t’ Arabia and she’s poinin’ away t’ see Johnny’s bairns and she’s warryin’ Konnie t’ go t’ Arabia and make ‘er son Will come ‘ome and bring ‘is woife with ‘im as well as Aurora and Greg and Nick and th’ babe. She dusna want t’ let ‘em stay with Omar, beggin’ yer pardon, friend, even though Lavon went t’ see after ‘er.”
 
   “Ohhh.” Lemarik glanced at Mark Andrew whose head was spinning. “I told my son that there would be trouble if he took your kith and kin with him without your leave or at least your knowledge, but he would not listen. He believes that they belong with him because they wished to go with him. But we do not always belong where we wish to be, Adar. Your brother, Luke, wishes to be in Scotland in your house, but he does not belong there anymore. And you wish to be at St. Patrick’s Island, but you do not belong there anymore. It would be most advantageous to you to persuade your brother to take over the castle at St. Patrick’s and allow him to take Meredith, the younger, as his wife before she elopes with Lucius of Venetia. And if that does not suit you, Pierre, the elder, would marry her for you and take great care of her for you. But if that does not suit you, I could marry her myself and take care of your son for you until you want him back.”
 
   Mark Andrew could not speak. He could not believe what he was hearing. He had imagined that things would not be easy and that the situation would be difficult to sort out, but he had really had no idea. How could things have become so very complicated so fast? How long had he been gone this time? He kicked the horse again and urged him forward a bit faster.
 
   “Now, look ‘ere, my friend.” Paddy frowned at the Djinni. “Andy wud not want t’ be marryin’ off th’ lassie t’ just whoever ‘appens t’ be aboot. Twud be unciviloized. Th’ lassie moight ‘ave somethin’ t’ say aboot it. Besoides, she wud nae run off with anyone. Whair wud she go? Though she moight elope with Lucky if he ‘ad a moind to. Thot is oll she dreams of, gettin’ away, though I daresay I dunna know whoy she wud want t’ get away. She just got ‘ere. But I wud think thot she moight be bettar suited t’ wed th’ Knoight in me own humble opinion. ‘e’s more loike Andy ‘ere and ‘e ‘as th’ loine o’ Ramsay in ‘is veins. Pierre ‘as anoother destiny awaitin’ ‘im afar and ‘e is no motch fur ‘er temp’rament.”
 
   “It is much easier to believe that she would love someone such as Adar’s brother, however, it is not always the case that the brother is like the brother. Look you at the prophet and then at Adar’s younger son. Can you say that Luke Andrew was anything like John Paul?” Lemarik objected to Paddy’s analysis.
 
   “Yur wards wud prove only thot ye know nothin’ o’ th’ Knoight. I wud wager thot...”
 
   “Fur God’s sake!” Mark Andrew turned back to them with a terrible scowl. He tried to calm himself and contain his brogue. “This is not the bloody Dark Ages. We cannot go about making matches for others as they did in the days of old. If ye would help me out of this quandary, you would do well to ride in silence and allow me to think this out in peace.”
 
   Mark Andrew drew up short in front of the more familiar cavern they generally used to go back and forth from the overworld to the underworld. There was evidence here of the dragon’s passing. The ground was torn and trampled as if recently plowed by a team of oxen. He slid from the horse and looked closely at the ground. Here and there he could see human footprints underneath the scrapings and gouges left by the wings and scales of the beast, but the scene was so very disturbed it was impossible to tell even which dragon it might have been.
 
   “What happened here?” Christopher Stewart asked as he joined his Master in his study of the ground.
 
   “The dragon passed here,” he said quickly and looked at Paddy expectantly. The clurichaun blinked at him, but said nothing.
 
   “Well?” He said after a moment. “Wot ‘appened ‘ere, Paddy, do ye know?”
 
   “Ye commanded me t’ soilence, Andy,” Paddy pouted and raised his chin. His feelings were hurt.
 
   “Oh, fur pity’s sake, mon.” Mark Andrew went to the horse and looked up at him. “I didna mean t’ make ye croy.”
 
   “You were very rude, Adar,” Lemarik’s voice, as well, was full of recrimination. “You should not treat your true friends in such a manner. We were only trying to be of service to you.”
 
   “My humble apologies.” Mark Andrew closed his eyes briefly. “I beg your pardons, Paddy, Lemarik. I didn’t mean to be rude.”
 
   “Thot’s more loike it.” Paddy looked down at him disdainfully while Lemarik nodded solemnly. “Th’ dragon parsued us through th’ caverns when we took th’ lassie t’ Scotland. It was a close coll, Andy. Verra, verra close. But we stood our ground and fended ‘er off. We olmost lost Pierre thair fur a moment, but I managed t’ save ‘is ‘ide whilst yer brother took charge o’ th’ lassie. Th’ beast spouted ‘er flames up th’ passage but we came through it oll unscathed without one scorched ‘air. Yur brother is a foine mon, Andy. Verra brave. Verra powerful.”
 
   “Oh, aye. I’m sure ‘e is.”  Mark Andrew looked about cautiously. “Which dragon was it?”
 
   “Two dragons, ye say?” Paddy’s eyes widened and his face drained of color. “Air thair two dragons now, Andy?”
 
   “Aye. A red and a black. Which was it thot ye saw, Paddy?”
 
   But Paddy was not speaking anymore. His eyes rolled up in his head and Mark Andrew caught him when he slid from the back of the red horse.
 
   “Ohhh,” Lemarik shuddered. “Then you are not sure which dragon won the great battle? I have seen neither of them, but I have seen such signs as this.” He waved one slender hand toward the ground. “Which do you suppose it might have been?”
 
   “I can only hope that it was the black,” Mark Andrew grumbled as he climbed back on the horse after laying Paddy’s unconscious form across the saddle. He caught the clurichaun’s tam before it fell from his head and stuck it on his own head.
 
   “But a dragon would not hang you up-side-down in a cave, Adar,” Lemarik mused as he goosed his horse and entered the cavern ahead of the Knight of Death. “Who do you suppose did that rude thing? A dragon would have simply eaten you. Everyone knows that dragons are given more to out and out destruction rather than vengeful stratagem.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen of Nineteen
 
   The Lord will not suffer the soul of the righteous to famish
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucio walked out of the far end of the administration building and stepped quickly to one side of the walk behind the ornamental hedge there. He peeked around the side of the low stone building and waited for Nicole to pass by the opposite end. She was looking for him. He went back to the door and looked cautiously through the glass. He watched her enter the dim corridor and then disappear into his office. She had no authority to be in the offices, but the Primitive Rule required no locks separate the Brothers. Nicole was not exactly a Brother, but she was one of them. He turned quickly and ran back up the walk alongside the building to the iron gate of the swimming pool enclosure. She had already been there looking for him. He had watched her from the administration building when she had entered the gate and then come back out again. The Knight of the Golden Eagle let himself inside the wrought iron fencing. He would wait in the bathhouse until she passed back by on her way to the house and then he would be able to take a swim in private.
 
   Just as he expected, she passed by again on her way back to the house. She stopped at the gate and frowned as he ducked back away from the window. When he was satisfied that she was gone, he changed into his swimsuit and dove into the pool. The feel of the water, as usual, made him almost panic, but he was gradually getting used to it. He was determined to overcome his fear of water. He had lived with it for too long. He swam along the bottom of the pool all the way to the end and then stood lightly on his toes, looking up. With a very great effort of will, he let out his breath and breathed in the water. Again, he almost panicked as the water filled his lungs in place of the air, but the sensation subsided more quickly than the last time and he smiled at his success. He turned about slowly and waved his arms in front of his face and then bent to touch his feet. The strange feeling of vertigo enveloped him. It was very hard to tell which way was up and which way was down in this state. He smiled and rubbed his hands together.
 
   A shadow passed over the surface of the water above his head and his smile faded. A wavering form appeared on the surface of the water and then a great noise of bubbling gurgles flashed in front of his face as Nicole dove into the water and flowed in front of him, not more than a few feet away. Her long golden hair drifted behind her in surreal strands reminding him of the water faeries of the underworld. He shook his head slowly and almost smiled, before he realized that her hair was all she wore. 
 
   Lucio shrieked under the water and swam for the surface. A difficult maneuver as he had no buoyancy with water in his lungs instead of air. He grabbed the edge of the pool and spit the water from his lungs onto the tiles, coughing and choking with a different kind of panic.
 
   Nicole’s head broke the surface behind him. Giggling like a teenager, she wrapped her arms around him. He tried to pull himself out of the pool, but she dragged him back from the slippery edge and back under the water. He spun around in a blinding swirl of bubbles and tried to push her away, but she clung to him as they sank under the water. They struck the bottom and he started back up. She grabbed his foot and pulled him back. He was not a good swimmer and this made him panic again. When he looked up, he could see the underside of the surface reflected in an otherworldly light as flames danced across the surface of the water. What had she done? The pool was on fire! The water was on fire. He opened his mouth and the water came in again and he was not prepared this time. It was a terrible scene and then he was breathing the water again. She was making him very angry with these tricks.
 
   He could not talk under the water, but his expression should have told her what he was thinking. He shoved her away when she approached him again and then he froze. She was breathing the water as well. This was not right. How could she be immortal? Her brother Luke had not been immortal. And Lucia had told him that she had aged in the underworld, but all the Knights aged in the underworld. He frowned at her again and she pouted and drew her hair about her shoulders. She looked so very much like her mother and like the new Merry they had brought here. He pointed up at the flames and then made a slashing motion across his neck. Her pout turned to disappointment and then she took a step toward him. He backed away and then made one last attempt to swim for the surface. If she would allow him to burn to death, so be it. 
 
   But the fire was gone when his head broke the surface. It had only been an illusion. Lucio let the water out of his lungs with better contol this time and breathed air again. The experience and fright and shock had made him sick. He dragged himself up on the steps of the pool and sat holding his head in his hands as a pounding headache began behind his eyes, while he coughed spasmodically. He felt rather than saw his Brother’s daughter pass by him on the steps and he heard her open the gate and leave him alone a few moments later. This would have to end. He would tell Mark Andrew as soon as he returned and let him deal with his daughter. He looked up and realized that it was getting very late and he had a dinner engagement with Merry... not Sister Meredith, but her younger self. He had begun to separate the two of them by calling the one Merry and the other Meredith.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “But you don’t have to go with him to dinner,” Carlisle caught Merry’s arm as she started up the steps to the front door of the big stone house. “I can take you to dinner. I am not unfamiliar with modern things. I can drive a car.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that,” Merry said and smiled down at him. He was just too pretty to be a man. Where had they found him? She couldn’t imagine this one carrying a sword and cutting people’s heads off. “But I promised him.”
 
   “But he has such an ugly beard.” Carlisle’s eyes sparkled. “He would scratch your lovely face.”
 
   “I don’t eat that close to him,” Merry laughed.
 
   “I should hope not,” Corrigan muttered and hurried up the steps to open the door for her.
 
   She could really get to like this royal treatment. At least they treated her nice, but they treated her too much. She never had a moment alone. And she wanted to be alone and far away... or did she? One thing she had never gotten enough of in Texas was attention. Cecile had often left her alone for weeks and even months in the house with that horrid body guard, Maxie, while she ran off all over the world with Gavin Nash. But here, there was always someone willing to talk to her and walk with her and listen to her and feed her and wine her and dine her... And then there was Mark Andrew. He would be coming home and he would help her. He loved her and she loved him. Or at least, she had loved him at some point in her past... no Sister Meredith’s past. No, that was not right... She shook her head. She really didn’t like Mark Ramsay very much at all. Her liking fell more to his brother, Luke, but Luke followed along with everything Mark said.
 
   “Thank you, Sir Corrigan.” She smiled at him as she walked past him into the house. 
 
    They had moved her to the main house and kept her in a room on the third floor in what was once, apparently, a children’s bedroom judging from the furniture and the decor, but it had been a very expensively dressed children’s room. The furniture was dark, cherry wood that gleamed and smelled of lemon oil. The desk was huge and contained a state-of-the-art computer and entertainment system, but Internet Access had been removed, reminding her that, no matter how well-treated she was, she was still basically a prisoner here, but it was better than the monastic castle where Luke wanted to take her. Luke was very sympathetic to her cause, but he was unaffected by her pleas to take her anywhere else. Corrigan, on the other hand, had offered her nothing other than his company on a regular basis and it seemed that he had angered everyone in the house at one time or another by insisting that she be allowed to accompany him everywhere. He was entertaining with his unending tales and his grand sense of humor, but he was full of questions that she could not answer and she had the distinct impression that he was merely using her or trying to use her, to gain information. 
 
    And then there was the priest, Simon, the elder. She really liked him. He had all the answers, it seemed, except the one she really wanted hear: When was Mark Ramsay coming home? No one knew for sure. At least no one here wanted to burn him in the fireplace. And he seemed to have the upper hand in this household, even more so than he’d had on his island. Luke had been mistaken. This house no longer belonged to him. Not since everything had changed. This, too, now belonged to his brother and the rest of the Order. The Order. Mark Andrew’s Order. Mark Andrew would do something to straighten all this out. Luke was certainly sweet enough and not at all as she had at first thought. He was a bit rough around the edges, but... Oh. She could not think of Luke. Mark Andrew would be angry with her. But Mark Andrew was married to Sister Meredith. And she had been married to Lucio and Simon and... no. She had never been married. She had only been with one man in her life and that had been Mark. He would take care of her. He had always taken care of her, but he was not here. Her head swam every time she thought of it. She massaged her forehead, trying to ease the tension.
 
   Mark Andrew would know what to do when he came home. If these people did not understand her plight, he would. He had always understood her plight. Or he had for quite some time... another time, another place? No, this place. It was all very confusing, but she knew that everything would be fine when Mark Andrew came home. The most distressing thing here was facing the older version of herself in the form of Dame Meredith. She desperately hoped that she would not turn into that woman some day. She seemed constantly worried and nagged her every time she got the chance. It was worse than having Cecile around in a bad mood, but now Corrigan was catching up with her on the stairs again.
 
   “Are you sure you won’t change your mind?” He asked. “I know some very good restaurants away south of here. I’m sure that they are still there. They’ve been there for hundreds of years. I could show you some of the sights from a different perspective and you could tell me all about growing up in Texas with the cowboys and Indians.”
 
   “Oh?” She stopped on the stairs. He had some really strange ideas about America, Americans and especially, Texas and Texans. “And what perspective would that be?”
 
   “From the Welsh perspective, of course.” He smiled and her heart almost melted. He was absolutely charming. “And when did you ever have the opportunity to be escorted by a Welshman?”
 
   “Never, that I am aware of,” she told him. “But I promised Lucio that I would go with him to Edinburgh and it’s getting late.” She stepped back as Nicole Ramsay stomped up the stairs toward her bedroom on the third floor. The young woman did not speak to either of them. The blonde’s hair was wet and it appeared that she had put her dress on without drying off. Merry could not believe that this would have been her daughter in another life. The girl was unbearably rude and snotty. She watched her disappear up the stairs to the third floor. They practically lived on top of each other, but they never talked.
 
   Nicole turned back on the third floor balcony to give her a dark look before disappearing into her room. Merry smiled and then bit her lip. She knew that Nicole had overheard her mention the dinner date with Lucio Dambretti and Merry knew that Nicole had been chasing the Italian shamelessly ever since she had first laid eyes on her. He still denied that anything existed between them, but Merry knew better. Lucio might not return her affection, but Nicole’s intentions were unmistakable. And to think, Lucio was once married to Nicole’s mother, Dame Meredith. Merry frowned at this thought. How in the world had that happened? She had asked, but no one had been willing to tell her that story. She would ask Mark Andrew.
 
   “I promise I’ll go to dinner with you... tomorrow?” She raised both eyebrows.
 
   “Deal,” he nodded and let go of her hand.
 
   She started down the hall and he started down the stairs. He met Lucio Dambretti at the bottom of the steps and stopped. Water dripped from the long, black curls onto his shoulders.
 
   “Been for a dip, Brother?” Carlisle asked him lightly and glanced up at the third floor.
 
   “No, I’ve been weeding the flowers.” Lucio smiled at him curtly.
 
   “You just missed Nicole.” Carlisle stepped aside to allow him to pass.
 
   “Really? I was not aiming at her,” Lucio quipped as he continued up the stairs.
 
   “You will kill yourself with all this work, Brother,” Corrigan called up after him. “Weeding this garden and that garden like some rogue bee, pollinating at random. I should think you would choose one flowerbed or another and leave something for the rest of the hive.”
 
   Lucio turned on the step and came back down to stand one step above the shorter, Welshman.
 
   “And what would you be insinuating by that remark, Brother?” 
 
   “I would be insinuating that you are collecting too much pollen in your beard. It will soon turn yellow like your back and you will have to run for cover.”
 
   Lucio swung at the shorter man and he ducked. He slammed his fist into the banister and hopped about on the steps in pain as the familiar burn of broken bones shot up his arm.
 
   Corrigan backed down the steps to the entry hall, laughing at him. “You’d best see a doctor about that! Your sword arm, no?”
 
   Lucio rushed down the stairs after the Knight and caught him at the library door. He tackled him bodily and they crashed through the closed doors into the library onto the floor in front of the fireplace. De Bleu and Montague had been watching a movie on the big television there. They leapt to their feet in surprise as the two Knights sprawled across the rug in a tangle of arms and legs. Astro and Scooby leaped from the hearth excitedly and began to howl and run around the two fighting men barking and knocking over the tables and lamps. De Bleu tried to catch the lamps while Montague tried to separate the two Knights who seemed bent upon killing each other. Lucio had the upper hand, at first, and was pummeling the smaller man in the ribs with his left hand, causing him to shriek and curse as he tried to get away. Montague grabbed Lucio’s injured arm and pulled him off Corrigan, allowing the red-head to escape. Carlisle came back immediately and threw himself on Lucio, taking Montague down along with them. De Bleu gave up on the furniture as the wolfhounds took him down along with another of the ornamental tables and a huge vase of fresh flowers. Barry of Sussex rushed in the door, closely followed by de Lyons. Montague had gained control of Lucio and was trying to hold him down. Barry misjudged the situation and grabbed Montague off the Golden Eagle. Lucio scrambled away from them and went at Corrigan again, while trying to keep his broken hand protected. The noise had brought all three women down from their rooms and they stood in the doorway watching this with shocked expressions. Montague was furious with Barry and yelled something at him about being a clumsy lout. Barry looked at de Lyons and then swung at Montague. The Seneschal ducked and the blow landed alongside de Lyon’s head, sending him half way across the room to where de Bleu was still trying to get out from under the huge wolfhounds. Corrigan had renewed the fight with Lucio and appeared to be trying to stuff the Italian up the chimney. Barry went after de Lyons and Montague took hold of Corrigan’s legs to drag him off the hearth. Lucio came out of the fireplace covered with soot and ashes and grabbed hold of Corrigan’s curly hair with his good hand. 
 
   Both Merrys and Nicole began shouting various names and pleas for them to cease and desist.
 
   Edgard d’Brouchart arrived along with Stephano Clementi. Jonathan, still holding a mixing bowl in which he was stirring something slowly, while he watched from the door, nodded to d’Brouchart and Stephano as they squeezed past him. They both stopped short after squeezing past the women and Jonathan and looked about at the incredible scene in the library. The wolfhounds bolted for the door and took Stephano and Nicole with them into the entry hall, knocking Jonathan against the wall where he lost his grip on the bowl of batter. The dogs immediately began to scarf up this new treat from the rug and the furniture in obvious delight.
 
   Edgard began to laugh and waded in to help Montague. He bent to grab one of Carlisle’s legs and got a boot in the nose. He roared in pain and then yanked the red-head away from Lucio forcefully, throwing him onto the sofa. The Welshman bounced off the sofa onto the floor and Lucio tried to get past the former Grand Master to reach Corrigan again. D’Brouchart caught him bodily and threw him back in the fireplace.
 
   “Enough!” He shouted at the top of his lungs and helped Montague to his feet.
 
   Lucio found himself again in the fireplace, dazed and senseless. He pulled himself out more slowly and stood on the hearth rubbing his head where it had struck the stones while sucking on his broken knuckle. The pain was incredible. D’Brouchart’s nose was bleeding and Montague had a cut above his eye. Corrigan pulled himself onto the sofa on his elbows and leaned his head on the leather, trying to catch his breath. De Bleu, with de Lyon’s help was untangling himself from the cords of two lamps. Barry stood holding the broken vase in one hand and the destroyed flowers in the other with a look of utter confusion on his face.
 
   “Are ye with me or against me, Brother?” A man’s voice shouted from the television. 
 
   “Against ye!” Another man’s voice cried from the speakers as everyone in the room turned to look at the scene on the television set.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucio was still angry when he opened the door of Montague’s Humvee and boosted Merry inside the ATV none-too-gently.
 
   “Ow,” she complained as her head hit the door facing.
 
   “Escuse`,” he said and went around to the driver’s side. He climbed under the wheel and sat staring out the windshield without putting the key in the ignition. His right hand was encased in a thick sport bandage and his middle finger was dark purple.
 
   “We can skip the date, if you like,” she offered cautiously.
 
   He had two small bandages stuck to his forehead under his curls and one eye was swollen.
 
   “No. I promised,” he said and looked down at the steering wheel.
 
   “It’s OK. Really,” Merry lied and reached to touch his arm lightly. “Won’t you let me drive then?”
 
   “You would drive this?” He looked at her and frowned.
 
   “Si`, I woulda drive this.” She mimicked his accent. “I woulda love to drive a’ this.”
 
   “You are a’ very funny,” he said as he tossed her the keys and got out again.
 
   She climbed across the console and adjusted the seat before starting the vehicle. It felt very good to be in control again. He climbed in the passenger side and slammed the door. She turned the antique vehicle around and headed down the drive.
 
   “You’ll have to give me directions.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Just go where ever you like,” he shrugged.
 
   “What was that all about back there?” She asked him. “I was really surprised to see Carlisle fighting. He doesn’t seem to be the type.”
 
   “A Knight of the Council doesn’t seem to be the type to fight?” His frowned deepened and then he winced. “He is the type for many things, it would seem.”
 
   “What do you mean?” She asked.
 
   “I mean that he has an evil temper and a foul mouth and a filthy mind.”
 
   “Oh, really? I haven’t noticed that about him. He’s always nice to me.”
 
   “Of course not. He would be nice to you. You are a woman.”
 
   “So, if I were a man, then he would throw me in the fireplace and try to kill me? What is it with you guys and fireplaces anyway?”
 
   “No, I don’t mean to say that. I just mean that he would treat you differently if you were a man.”
 
   “But Dame Meredith is a Knight of the Council. Would he throw her in the fireplace?”
 
   “I doubt it. He would have no reason to do that... I suppose... maybe... maybe you are right.”
 
   Merry turned left and south, instead of right, toward Edinburgh, as they usually went.
 
   “Oh, so you gave him a reason to throw you in there.”
 
   “Please, Merry.” Lucio looked out the window at the meadows under the moonlight.
 
   “I want to know why you were fighting with him,” she told him on a more serious note. “I didn’t know you two didn’t like each other.”
 
   “We don’t really know each other,” Lucio admitted. “I think I died before he was born... maybe. I don’t know.”
 
   “He has the same title as you, doesn’t he?”
 
   “Yes and that is part of the problem. There can only be one Knight of the Golden Eagle.”
 
   “Oh, now you sound like the Highlander. ‘There can be only one,’” she mimicked a deeper, masculine voice.
 
   “Mark Andrew is a lowlander, I think,” he said abstractedly, missing her attempt at humor. “He was born in the Highlands at his mother’s home, I believe, but he lived in the Borders or around Lothian most of the time when he was not away somewhere on missions or during the crusades or the big wars.”
 
   “Do you believe he will come back?” She asked him.
 
   “He always comes back, signorina.” Lucio looked at her. Always Mark Andrew. Lucio was thinking about what Simon had said in the Council meeting about how this Merry now thought that Mark Andrew would come home to her and he realized that his own feelings for her had changed. Nothing else ever changed. Only Lucio Dambretti changed. He always changed. He was always the one that had to change. Mark Andrew always came back and Lucio Apolonio always changed. 
 
   “You don’t sound too happy about that.”
 
   “Of course I’m happy about that. He is my hero, my mentor, my idol. I worship him,” Lucio laughed softly. “He saved my life and I have nothing but admiration for him. I cannot understand how one man can wreak such havoc all by himself. He is amazing. A god.”
 
   “Now you’re being facetious.” She frowned.
 
   “No. Not really,” he said and then sat up straighter as she turned into the lane leading to the chapel. “Where are you going?”
 
   “Nowhere. Just driving,” she said.
 
   Lucio felt a chill run up his spine, but he said nothing. She pulled up in front of the chapel and stopped the Humvee.
 
   “This is neat.” She squinted through the window at the chapel. “How long has this been here? It looks very old.”
 
   “It is old, but not as old as I am,” he muttered and then got out of the car. He stood looking up at the bell tower. He had not been here in a long, long time. There was much terrible history here for him and much more for others. The chapel should have been painted scarlet or razed to the ground in his opinion.
 
   “Can we go inside?” She asked him when she got out of the car.
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “No. We won’t go in there.”
 
   “Why not?” She started for the steps. Lucio’s heart leapt when she turned to look at him in the dappled moonlight. Her eyes sparkled briefly with the old curiosity and wonder he remembered from when he had first known Meredith, when he had taken her around the world to exotic destinations. The Pyramids, Angkor Wat, the Taj Mahal... She had asked if he would build one just like it for her if she died. He had said ‘yes’. He shook his head and closed his eyes. He had to keep these two women separate in his mind. This was not Meredith... not his Meredith. He had a chance to get it right this time...
 
   “Whose church is it anyway?”
 
   “It belongs to the estate.”
 
   “You mean Mark Ramsay has his own church?” She climbed the steps and he followed her.
 
   “This is not a good place,” he told her. “Too many bad things have happened here.”
 
   “Is it haunted then?” Her eyes widened. She loved things like this.
 
   “No. Come on. Please, let’s go.” He took her hand and squeezed it gently. 
 
   The moonlight spilling through the ancient trees surrounding the old church softened its stony, gray facade with light and dark patches.
 
   “Where is the churchyard? You know... the cemetery.”
 
   “It’s over there. You cannot go there,” he told her and pulled her down the steps. “Look.” He pointed, trying to distract her. “You can see the chimney of the house from here.” 
 
   But she was already entering the cemetery. There were several very old monuments there. Two new ones, gleaming white marble standing out starkly in the moonlight. Merry stopped in front of them. Ian McShan. Luke Andrew Ramsay.
 
   “Oh,” she said and looked closely at Luke’s marker. “Luke Andrew Ramsay. And very recent. Who was he? He died very young.”
 
   “He was Mark Andrew’s son. Nicole’s twin brother. An accident.”
 
   “Ohhh,” Merry said softly. That might explain some of Sister Meredith’s foul moods and Nicole’s attitude. Losing a twin had to be hard. And poor Mark! It would be awful to lose such a young son.
 
   “Come on.” Lucio took her elbow.
 
   They walked across the parking lot and out under the trees. The place was enchanting.
 
   “I know this place!” She said and turned to look at him. Her face was ghostly pale in the moonlight. “We died here. You and I.”
 
   “We didn’t die here,” he said and tried to laugh.
 
   “Yes, we did,” she insisted. “You were drowned in the church and I was swept away in the flood. Around there.” She pointed to the left of the chapel. “We were dead together. Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I don’t remember anything like that, Merry,” he shuddered.
 
   “Yes. Yes.” She grabbed his shoulders and looked into his eyes. “You were the king. I was your queen. We were there together in the palace. We worshipped Ishtar together there and you defeated Judah and they became your servants. Nebo-kudurri-ussur, King of Babylon, glorious Prince, worshipper of Marduk, adorer of the lofty one, glorifier of Nabu, the exalted, possessor of intelligence, who in the processions of their divinities hath increased; worshippers of their Lordships firm, not to be destroyed.”
 
   “Merry?” Lucio asked and frowned into her eyes. The words she spoke were mesmerizing, familiar. He had heard them before... somewhere. “who for the embellishment of Bit-Saggatu and Bit-Zida appointed days hath set apart, and the shrines of Babylon and of Borsippa hath steadily increased; exalted Chief, Lord of peace...” He continued the lines after her.
 
   “...embellisher of Bit-Saggatu and Bit-Zida,the valiant son of Nabopolassar King of Babylon am I.” Merry picked up the lines and finished saying them with him.
 
   He frowned and reached for his shirt pocket subconsciously searching for a cigarette. He had stopped smoking a hundred and fifty years ago. She was making him extremely nervous.
 
   “Yes. Yes. That’s it!” She beamed at him. “You were the King of Babylon.” 
 
   She reached up to touch his hair and then his beard. Her eyes gleamed in the moonlight and he knew he could love her again... for a little while. He placed one hand on the side of her face and saw her with long, dark braids, dark eyes, a colorful headdress made of exotic feathers and beads on her head. When he blinked, the image was gone.
 
   “Merry. No. Where did you hear these words?” He asked her in alarm. These were the words from one of the inscriptions of King Nebucchadnezzar of Babylon.
 
   “You wrote them. I was a priestess of Ninnib, god of Saturn. And you made me your queen,” she told him.
 
   “God of Saturn...” he whispered and saw a tower. Stairs wound around the outside of the ziggurat and the full moon seemed impaled on its ramparts. “Ninnib. You belonged to him even then.”
 
   “What? Who?” Merry asked and looked around.
 
   He took her in his arms and held her very tightly. “No, no, il amore mia. That cannot be true. You heard these words somewhere. They are just in your head, il dolce mia.”
 
   “Oh, Lucio. You used to call me that when we were married. We were happy, weren’t we?” she asked him as he held her close. She was confused. He loved her so, but he was angry... always angry.
 
   “We were... for a while,” he spoke into her hair. “If you were the priestess of Ninnib... tell me his other name. What did they call him?”
 
   “Adar, the mighty hunter.” She looked up at him and smiled with great satisfaction. “You see? I do know something, don’t I? And the Lord of the Abyss. His name is Nergal. He is the husband of the Queen, Ereshkigal.” 
 
   “No! Hush!” Lucio put his hand over her mouth. “Don’t say that.” But it was too late. Thunder rolled across the meadow beyond the trees and the moon was covered by clouds before they could reach the car. They made it halfway back to the car before the deluge caught them, soaking them to the bone and causing them to shiver and shake as Lucio started the Humvee and put the thing in drive. He drove as fast as he dared in the storm back to the house. He got out in the pouring rain and ran around to help her down. When they entered the house, they found everyone in an uproar.
 
   Dragging the wet and flabbergasted Merry behind him, he caught Jonathan in the hall.
 
   “What has happened?” He asked.
 
   “The Master has returned!” Jonathan told him happily, smiled at him and then jumped as lightning struck very near the house. “And he’s brought us another storm.” The old man hurried away to get an oil lamp as the lights flickered and went out.
 
   Lucio saw the old fellow as the unflappable Igor to Sir Ramsay’s Frankenstein.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew pulled off his boots and dropped them on the floor. Water poured from the tops onto the rug.
 
   Meredith brought him a pile of towels and he began to dry his hair.
 
   “Of all things,” she said. “But I don’t care if the house blows away as long as you are home. Poor Paddy. He’s half-drowned. What happened to him?”
 
   “He was overtaken by exhaustion.” Mark Andrew smiled and pulled the soaked blue tam from the towel. He had forgotten that he’d been wearing it. He straightened the crumpled feather and laid the hat on the bed behind him. “He told me that there has been some excitement here since I left.”
 
   “Excitement?” Meredith asked as she went to find him some dry clothes in the closet. “I don’t think that’s a proper word for it. You really have no idea. It’s been awful. Did he tell you that your Merry offered to pay him a sizeable sum of money to take her to Edinburgh?”
 
   “No, he didn’t mention that, but he said she’d been putting up a fuss.” He was too tired to discuss any of this. He just wanted to rest. Another thing he seemed to never get to do unless he was convalescing from some terrible wound, injury or fatality. He stood up and dropped his wet pants on the floor.
 
   Meredith laughed and reached for the pants.
 
   “No underwear?” She shook her head and he looked down. 
 
   “I don’t remember not doing that,” he said and took the clean pair of pants from her and pulled them on.
 
   “You probably did it just like you just did it again,” she told him. “You need a vacation.”
 
   “No. Please. No more vacations.” He went to retrieve his hairbrush from the dresser. 
 
   “Then how about a cup of hot chocolate, a cozy fire and a good night’s sleep?” She raised both eyebrows.
 
   “That is the grandest plan I’ve heard in a while and a bit, lassie”
 
   “Then don’t do anything else, but climb in bed and I’ll get the chocolate and put a guard on the door.”
 
   “Oll roight.” He brushed the greater part of the tangles from his hair and then followed her advice without further ado. 
 
   She turned on the gas in the fireplace, lit the fire and then left in search of cocoa. She met Montague in the hall and shook her head.
 
   “No visitors, Brother. Not tonight,” she told him and the Seneschal shrugged apologetically. The disappointment was evident in his face. “How is Paddy?”
 
   “He’s fine. He’s down in the cellar drying out.” Montague followed her toward the stairs. They met Lucio and Merry, the younger, coming up the stairs, soaking wet.
 
   “Where is he?” Lucio demanded at once.
 
   “He’s in his room,” Meredith told him and then raised both eyebrows and put her hands on her hips, barring the way.
 
   “Come on, Sister,” Lucio pleaded and tried to push past her while her counterpart gave her a dark look from beneath her dripping curls. “I have to talk to the Grand Master right away. It’s important.”
 
   “No. He’s exhausted, Lucio! I mean it. Not tonight,” Meredith insisted and moved over in front of him. “Brother?” She turned to Sir William for support.
 
   “Ahh. He was bloody well tired, Brother,” William agreed reluctantly. “He was soaked and I believe he had just suffered some sort of accident. Perhaps it would be best if we wait until morning. I’m sure that he will come down when he’s rested. Give him a bit of time to collect his thoughts.”
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Lucio muttered and frowned, but backed away from them. “Since when did I have to have an appointment to speak to him?”
 
   “Since he became Grand Master and I became Seneschal and he has requested not to be disturbed before morning,” Sir William matched the Italian’s tone.
 
   “Santa Maria,” Lucio uttered his favorite epithet and turned away from them, apparently forgetting that he still had hold of Merry’s wrist. He dragged her along behind him like a child dragging a forgotten toy on a string. He stomped down the hall to his room, went inside and slammed the door, taking the soaked woman with him.
 
   Montague looked at Meredith and raised both eyebrows. They started for the stairs again and stopped as Nicole came tripping down the stairs carrying a candle in front of her. She went directly to Lucio’s door and knocked loudly on the wood without glancing at them.
 
   They watched as Merry, the younger, opened the door and reached to take the candle from the startled young woman in the hall.
 
   “Thank you, Nicole,” they heard Merry’s voice. “That will be all.”
 
   The door slammed again.
 
   Nicole kicked the door and then hopped about in the hall, holding her toes and shrieking in aggravation. She pounded on the door, rattled the knob and called Lucio’s name four or five times. When no one answered her loud exhortations, she spun on her heel and ran up the stairs, weeping loudly in frustration.
 
   “My, my... I’m sorry, Sister,” Sir William whispered and started down the stairs. 
 
   De Bleu met them half way up the steps.
 
   “Where is the Master?” The French Knight asked them excitedly. “I want to ask him about the island. I should think that we need to send someone there right away since no one representing the Order has been there in sixty years.”
 
   Sir William shook his head and then put one finger to his lips.
 
   De Bleu’s face fell as he turned around on the steps and accompanied them back to the entry hall. D’Brouchart waited for them in the library doorway.
 
   “Dame Meredith,” he said when she passed by him. “Have you had a chance to ask him about the missing property?” He was referring to the Skull of Sidon that was missing from the laboratory.
 
   “No, sir,” she shook her head and kept walking. A chill coursed up her spine as thunder rattled the windows. She would have preferred to have forgotten that until morning.
 
   “Perhaps I should have a word with him...”
 
   “That will not be possible, sir. The Master is not seeing anyone until morning,” Montague told the former Grand Master and felt very uncomfortable telling the man no. D’Brouchart scowled and drew himself up indignantly before retreating into the library.
 
   Simon of Grenoble, the elder, came up the hall from the kitchen.
 
   “Paddy Puffingtowne is fine,” he announced to them as he passed them. “I’ll just go up and see if Sir Ramsay needs anything. He may need some of my sleeping potion though he always complains about...”
 
   “Hold, Brother.” Montague held up one hand in front of the Healer. “The last thing he needs is a sleeping potion. He’s quite burned out, old boy, and I don’t doubt that he is already asleep. He has requested that everyone hold off until morning.”
 
   “Oh,” Simon nodded and then frowned. “I thought he might need to know about Merry.”
 
   “He’ll know soon enough,” Meredith told him darkly. He would know everything very soon. Too soon.
 
   She made it to the kitchen and Jonathan helped her put together a tray with hot chocolate and leftover angel food cake with fresh strawberries and cream. She frowned at the strawberries. Mark wouldn’t eat them. Some things never changed. Sir Montague sat at the table, watching the storm play out beyond the newly repaired window.
 
   “How is Christopher Stewart?” Meredith asked him as she picked up the tray.
 
   “He is chipper as ever I remember him. A regular chap. It is good to have him back, I suppose. I always assumed he would have made a good apprentice for Sir Ramsay. Perhaps something good did come of all this. Certainly Christopher deserved better than he received the first go round.”
 
   Meredith nodded her agreement and started back down the hall. The memory of Christopher’s untimely and brutal death at the hands of James Argonne made her shudder.
 
   “Wait!” Montague hurried after her. “I’m terribly sorry, Sister, but, in light of the gravity of our situation here, I’ve made a list of all the pressing matters to be put before the Master.” He pulled a folded paper from his shirt pocket and laid it on the tray. “It would be best if he took a look at that list and formulated degrees or priorities for each item. In that way, we could begin tomorrow morning with a better organized agenda. Just to give him a sort of head start, if you will. I think he would truly appreciate it.”
 
   Meredith nodded. That made sense.
 
   The back door opened and Luke Matthew stomped into the hall, shaking the water from his hair and shoulders, reminding her of a bear. Like his brother, he wore no raincoat or jacket.
 
   “Whair’s me brother?” She heard his voice as he passed Montague. She picked up her pace as she heard William beginning his spiel about waiting until morning. She’d forgotten about the Knight. She was glad it was Montague and not her that would be dealing with him.
 
   She fairly ran up the stairs and glanced back down the steps. She could hear Luke Matthew’s complaints drifting up the stairs. He was not happy at being put off. Thankfully, there were no more petitioners in the hall. She hurried to Mark Andrew’s door, balancing the tray on her hip and opened the door. She’d made it. It had taken much longer than she had expected and it had been harrowing, but she had managed to save him just a bit of time before everything crashed in on him again. 
 
   She stepped inside the room and almost screamed at the sight of the mighty Djinn sitting cross-legged on the foot of Mark’s bed. He rose up almost majestically and came to help her with the tray while she stood frozen by the door.
 
   “Mmmm,” he mused as he leaned over the tray and then took it from her. “Chocolate. My favorite. It is almost better than wine. But Adar will not be needing this. He is sleeping.”
 
   Merry watched resignedly as the Djinni took the tray to the dresser and set it down. He picked up one of the cups and sipped the hot cocoa.
 
   “Ahhh. Just as I remembered.” He smiled at her. “Come. Come. Come. Meredith Nichole. There is much to talk about and we have all night while he rests. He has had a most vexing day.” Lemarik slid effortlessly onto the dresser beside the tray and picked up a piece of the angel food cake. “Ahhh, strawberries. They remind me of Ruth. How is Ruth? Does she miss me?”
 
   “She’s gone to Italy. I’m sure she does,” Merry tried to be civil as she crossed the floor and bent to look at Mark’s face. He was asleep.
 
   “That is what she wanted,” Lemarik sighed. “Did Lucius go with her?”
 
   “No, he didn’t.” Meredith sat down in the chair next to the bed. “He took her there, but he’s here.”
 
   “Hmmm,” the Djinni nodded. “I made a barter with him for her. I gave him some clothes and he agreed to take her back from me. She was not happy with me. She is still in love with him. She will make him a good wife.”
 
   “She will have to take a number and wait,” Meredith said under her breath.
 
   “Her number is three,” he said, not understanding, but not missing a stroke. “An odd number. She can move from one extreme to another or stop in the middle and become balanced. Three is a significant number in your religion. The Trinity. The Father. The Son. The Holy Ghost. My son, Omar, taught me this and our Adar explained it to me. A very good combination of traits and characteristics for God. Ruth is a lovely woman. Very Christian. That is one of the reasons she was not happy with me. She belongs with others of her own kind. But Oriel. Mmmm. I am truly regretful at having lost the Healer’s daughter. Perhaps I will have her back someday when her husband grows tired of her.”
 
   “I don’t think it works like that, Lemarik,” Meredith shook her head and accepted her cup of cocoa with a sigh when he seemed to flow across the room with it.
 
   “Why not? Surely I could make a good trade with Louis Champlain for her?” Lemarik raised both eyebrows hopefully. He went back to dresser and plucked the folded paper from the tray and began to unfold it as he resumed his seat. Meredith got up and took the paper from him. A slight frown creased his perfect forehead.
 
   “This is for... Adar,” she told him and sat down again. She opened the paper and scanned the list. Montague was very meticulous. Everything was there. All the petitions and all suggestions and requests as well as brief descriptions of the events which had transpired since Mark Andrew had gone off to ‘set things right’. There was only one item missing.
 
   “I would like to speak to you of Nicole, Lemarik, if I may,” Meredith asked carefully and watched as Lemarik finished off the last of the angel food cake.
 
   “Ahhh. Adar’s daughter.” The Djinni nodded his head and brushed the crumbs from his beard. They disappeared before they struck the floor. He was very clean. “She is like this confection.” He waved one hand over the empty plate on the tray. “She is lovely to look at and smells wonderful. Of the sweetness of the first fruits of harvest and the wild flowers of the meadow and her voice is like the rushing of wind across the top of the finest crystal goblet. But her sweetness is an illusion and is gone as this cake has melted in my mouth, having been made in the main merely of air and nothing more. The breath within her body is not the clear air of the cosmos, but is the darkness of the Abyss, filled with dust motes of blinding terror and choking dross. She must be controlled with the strongest iron made in the forge or else she will pervade the minds of those about her with her evil intent.”
 
   “That is not very hopeful,” Meredith commented dryly as she rummaged in her pocket for a pen. “She was married to your son, you must remember. They had children. Her children are my grandchildren and the grandchildren of Adar. What will become of her?”
 
   “I am no diviner of the future, Meredith,” Lemarik said as he slid from the dresser and took his chocolate back to the bed. He climbed onto the bed with Mark Andrew, but Meredith noticed that his movements did not disturb the bed in the least. It was as if he were weightless. “There are none such among us and it is well that there are none. I believe that the god you serve did right to keep the ultimate knowledge to Himself. Think of what the world would be if some could see the future. What would there be left of the rest of us? We would have no chance to be what we are to be. Some have visions, but they are unclear and undefined and only the wisest of the wise can make use of them and then not wholly so. Always there is the chance of misinterpretation and the chance for mistake and from those mistakes come the future.”
 
   “Then they are not mistakes,” Meredith scribbled on the paper. “It would only be a matter of perspective.”
 
   “That is very true, but it is knowledge of the past that is the key to the future.” Lemarik turned his dark eyes on her. “There is much knowledge of the past in his head, Meredith. And we must hope that he can use it as it should be used. We must protect him and care for him when times of trouble come for he has worked hard and long to attain this knowledge. It did not come easy for him and could be gone like that.” He snapped his fingers and a puff of purple smoke rose into the air momentarily before dissipating.
 
   Meredith shuddered and refolded the paper.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen of Nineteen
 
   He that walketh uprightly walketh surely: but he that perverteth his ways shall be known
 
    
 
    
 
   “You will not go about with the others anymore,” Lucio told Merry directly in her ear. She was lying on her back with her head in the crook of his arm, looking up at the slowly turning ceiling fan. He was lying on his side very close to her with one arm over her waist. His mind was full of wild, almost chaotic thoughts. He felt sure that the world would end at any moment if he said or did the wrong thing now. His nerves were wound as tight as a watch spring. If he could not make her understand the gravity of their situation, it would all go to hell in a hand basket and he would end up fighting Luke Matthew, Mark Andrew, Simon of Grenoble and Carlisle Corrigan this time. His future was bleak. “It is unseemly behavior. If you plan to grace my bed with your presence then I will not have it.”
 
   “Just because I take a walk with someone doesn’t mean I’m going to fall in the sack with him,” Merry said evenly and moved away from him. She rolled on her side and propped her head in her hand, looking at him from under her brows.
 
   “The Knight wants to take you away with him and I have heard Simon of Grenoble talking about you to Planxty Grine and Stephano Clementi, singing your praises. I can see he is a lovesick puppy. Sir William is frustrated with your behavior and the others think you have very loose morals. If there is anything to what you have said, then it is only right that you stay with me,” he said and pushed himself up to lean on the headboard. “As far as Corrigan... who knows what he wants from you. I have been through all this before, Meredith and I will not go through it again. What do you plan to do when you see Mark Andrew?”
 
   “I want my own place, Lucio,” she said as she rolled over and sat up on the side of the bed.  She looked back at him over one shoulder. “I want my own life. I don’t want to be a prisoner in this place or any other. I never expected any of this to happen, but it did and now I have to try to sort it all out and find a place for myself. I can’t stay here. Dame Meredith is here and this is her house, her home. You can see that much for yourself. Who kept you away from your Brother? She did. Have you ever been denied the right to see him before, if you wanted to? Where is he now? He is with her. He didn’t come home for me, Lucio. He came home for her.” And now she was in the Italian’s bed and Mark Andrew would know and then all her hopes she had for his help would be gone. She had made a serious mistake. Her empty stomach turned on her and she felt nauseous. 
 
   “He came home for the Order, Merry,” Lucio shook his head. So this was retaliation. She had stayed with him because Mark Andrew was with Sister Meredith. “He brought you here because he loves her.”
 
   “That makes no sense!” She cried and then pressed her hand over her mouth.
 
   She stood up and then ran to the bathroom.
 
   Lucio looked up at the ceiling as he listened to her throwing up. She came back more slowly and climbed back into the bed with him. She laid her head on his chest and he wrapped one arm around her. This was a fine mess. He was still at a loss to explain the strange words she had said to him at the chapel about Naboplasser and Nebuchadnezzar, but he knew there was power in her words because the mere speaking of them had brought about the magnificent storm that still raged outside and she did not even know what she had done, didn’t even remember the words she had said and thought him goofy when he’d asked her about it. The situation was very dangerous now, even more so than he had imagined. She could not leave them, no matter how many beds she slept in or how many of them killed each other because of her. History was repeating itself and there was nothing he could do about it. 
 
   “Are you all right?” He asked her after a few moments.
 
   “No,” she told him. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was pregnant.”
 
   “Really? So soon?” He tried to make light of the terrible situation he was in.
 
   “Don’t be silly.” She placed one hand on his stomach. “You know very well whose baby it is or would be.”
 
   “And that makes this all the more wrong. But he cannot have two wives, Merry,” Lucio told her. “You will need a husband and a father for the baby. Someone to take care of the both of you.”
 
   “Says who?” She laughed. “I may not want to have this baby at all. I have my own mind. I may have it aborted. It’s not like I planned to get pregnant. And this is not the Dark Ages. There are options. And besides, I only slept with him once. One time. That’s it. I’m not the whore you think I am. I never even had a steady boyfriend in school and then I sort of drifted, but I was never loose with my morality… at least not until your precious Grand Master came along.”
 
   “I don’t think you’re a whore, Merry, but abortion is not an option. Not for you,” he told her simply and moved her off of him. He turned over and looked into her face in the light of the sputtering candle on the dresser. “Mark Andrew will be a king again and your baby, if you are pregnant, is the king’s baby and you cannot not kill him. One thing you have to know is that all of this is the will of God. And however we might feel about it makes no difference. You will have this baby, I assure you. It cannot be changed.”
 
   “You are insane. All of you are insane,” she muttered and yawned. She was so tired…
 
   “That may be true, but you are here with us and whatever we are, you are part of it now. I can help you or I can let you be. As you said, that is your choice. Tell him you are willing to stay with me and he will make it so.”
 
   “You need his permission?” Her eyes widened. 
 
   “I would rather have his blessings than his curse. I’ve suffered that a few times before. And I don’t want to do it again.”
 
   “What would you like to do again, then, Lucio?” She asked him. “I mean if you could go back and repeat part of history?”
 
   “I would only repeat very recent history.” He kissed her nose and knew that whatever happened, he would make sure that Mark Andrew knew ahead of time. The history he had been through was not worth repeating where Sister Meredith was concerned. He kissed her again and heard the wolfhounds howling below them. 
 
   “And what about you? Were you ever a king?” She asked him.
 
   “My father was the Doge of Venice,” he whispered in her ear. “Italian, or at the time, Venetian nobility. And my mother was a witch.”
 
   “Oh. You’re pulling my leg. What’s a Doge?” She pulled back to look at him curiously.
 
   “A king. He never knew me. Edgard d’Brouchart took me from my grandmother. My mother died when I was born. He saved my life,” Lucio told her a story that he’d never told Meredith. Something he barely admitted even to himself. Italian nobility. What a joke.
 
   “How? By stealing you from your father?” Merry asked skeptically.
 
   “My father would have killed me. I would have been bad for his image. It is not good for Kings to sire sons by witches. Unless the witches happen to be their wives,” he laughed softly.
 
   “You are... all crazy,” she laughed slightly and snuggled her head under his chin.
 
   The dogs howled again in the library below and he wanted the night to never end. How many times had he dreamed of holding her again, of kissing her and making love to her on such a stormy night? And yet he owed this night to Mark Andrew, he owed this opportunity to Mark Ramsay and he was once again, second to the Chevalier du Morte. He closed his eyes tightly and tried to dispel the vision of his Brother’s face from his thoughts.
 
   “That much is certain,” he agreed and tilted her chin back to find her lips.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Omar adjusted the straps of his backpack and stood looking up at the dark writings above the carved lintel of the incredibly ancient door. He picked up the gnarled staff of gopher wood and rapped on the heavy wooden planks seven times. The sound of the blows echoed away behind him down the dark passages and he heard numerous scurrying noises as the creatures that lived in the nooks and crannies of the rocks moved about nervously fearful of this new power. No sound came from beyond the door.
 
   “In the name of Anu, I bid you welcome me and send my greetings to your Lord,” Omar raised his voice with confidence that he was heard. “Open the seventh gate and let me pass, Nedu, gatekeeper of Kurnugi.”
 
   He reached up and removed his blue kaffiyeh, carefully pulling the long, veil-like cloth from his head, allowing his long, dark hair to fall on his shoulders. He held out the cloth and let it fall to the floor of the cave. A resounding crack and then a drawn-out creaking replaced the total silence as the door began to open slowly in front of him. A cold blast of air from beyond the door struck his face and whipped his hair about as it rushed from the chamber beyond. Omar smiled. He had taken the first step to attaining the power he needed to face his enemies. This door had been closed for countless ages and only the most powerful of sorcerers or the most foolish of men would dare venture beyond its threshold. Even the smell was alien to his nose.
 
   “Omar Adam Ajax ibn Adalune, ibn Adar, ibn Anu, we bid you welcome,” a disembodied voice spoke to him from the total blackness within the door. “Pass through the gate into the halls of Kurnugi from whence no mortal returns.”
 
   Omar drew one last, deep breath and stepped into the darkness.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Meredith brought Mark Andrew’s breakfast to his room before anyone else was awake. The dawn had come early to Lothian as it was wont to do in midsummer when the nights lasted only a few short hours. She set the tray on the dresser, poured him a cup of coffee, added sweet cream and sugar and took it along with Montague’s paper to the bedside table. Mark sat up in the bed, looking much better than he had the night before. He stretched his arms over his head and smiled at her apologetically. He’d slept through the entire night, remembering nothing except holding her close and the sound of thunder a few times. It was good to be home. Good to sleep in his own bed in his own room with his own wife no matter what might face him eventually.
 
   “I tried to wait up for you, but you didn’t come back,” he told her. “What took you so long?”
 
   “I was gone ten minutes tops and then, when I came back you were asleep. I stayed here with you until I went down to make your breakfast,” she told him and handed him the coffee. “You slept very well.” She smiled and went back to get the breakfast for him. “I made pancakes.”
 
   “Pancakes,” he nodded. “A long time since I had pancakes.”
 
   “Yes.” She sat on the side of the bed and reached for the note. “Montague wanted me to give you this. He said you would appreciate it.”
 
   Mark Andrew set the tray on his lap and unfolded the paper, laying it beside his plate.
 
   “Was there a storm? I seem to remember thunder and lightning.”
 
   “You came home in a storm, Mark,” she laughed. “You were exhausted.”
 
   “Oh. That’s right.” He began to scan the long list as she poured the syrup on the hotcakes and stirred sugar in his oatmeal. He frowned at her. He didn’t like sugar in his oatmeal.
 
   “It will give you a boost,” she said before he could protest.
 
   “I’ll need a boost just to get through this damnable list,” he agreed as she began to feed him the breakfast. “I can do that.” He reached for the spoon.
 
   “No, let me do it,” she told him. “You read.”
 
   It was a strange undertaking and he kept missing the spoon, but it worked. His mood changed visibly as he read down the long narrative, growing darker and darker until almost all the breakfast was gone. He held up his hand, indicating he’d had enough and asked for more coffee.
 
   “Damn it all, Meredith.” He flipped the paper over. “Why didn’t you tell me about the Skull last night? And why is it listed last? No. This is your handwriting. They don’t know about it, do they?”
 
   “Only myself and Edgard d’Brouchart,” she told him. “I didn’t think you would want them to know.”
 
   “I don’t.” He began to get out of the bed in great haste. “Don’t mention this to anyone. There is more to this thing than we know. I must have it back.” He caught her by the shoulders and kissed her. “Where is Merry?” he asked when he released her and began to look for his clothes. 
 
   Meredith’s face fell. The first person he asked for. Of course and it didn’t even seem to strike him as strange to ask her where ‘Merry’ was.
 
   “The last time I saw her she was with Lucio,” she told him with more satisfaction than she thought possible as she began to gather the breakfast dishes on the tray.
 
   “I mean where is she now? Where is her room?” He looked up at her from the drawer in which he was rummaging. He had missed her barb.
 
   “She is still with him,” Meredith emphasized her words carefully, picked up the tray and raised one blond eyebrow as if daring him to say the wrong thing.
 
   He raised up slowly to look at her.
 
   “She is with Lucio. Now.” He repeated, glanced at the clock on the dresser and frowned.
 
   It may not have been the wrong words, but it was definitely the wrong intonation and he still didn’t seem to notice anything wrong with the picture.
 
   “Yes.” She smiled tightly and headed for the door. “I believe so. His room is right where he left it.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Luke Matthew sat straight up in his bed and frowned. He momentarily forgot where he was. He looked about the room, wondering why he was in the wrong room. Something had happened and it was not like anything that had happened before. Something had disturbed the powers behind his mystery and that had never happened. He would have been very hard pressed to describe how he knew this or describe exactly what had occurred, but whatever it was, it was not good and it made his heart hurt. He pressed his hand against the offending spot as he realized where he was. Simon’s room. He got out of the bed and then was struck with a blinding pain behind his eyes. When his vision cleared, he was no longer in the first floor bedroom of his house in Lothian. He was in a chamber of great echoing blackness. He waved his hand in front of his face but could not see it. 
 
   Someone was walking in the chamber and he could hear footsteps on the stone. He reached for his sword, but found he wore no weapon, he wore only the pants and the tee shirt he had worn to bed. He could feel cold stone beneath his bare feet. He could hear his heart beating and the air entering and leaving his lungs. A shadowy, ghostly pale figure approached him in the darkness and came slowly into focus.
 
   At first he thought he was looking in a mirror, but the man smiled at him.
 
   “You,” he said as he recognized the face of the man he had seen at the palace in the underworld. The man Simon of Grenoble had said he was sworn to kill on sight.
 
   “Uncle…” the man’s voice was childish like a boy. It was not right. “Papa. Wizard.”
 
   “Whoor ye?” Luke backed away from him.
 
   “I am you, Uncle. Don’t you know yourself? I am you and I am your nephew. I am everything you are and everything you are not. I am the prophet and the son of the prophet and the father of the prophet.”
 
   Luke knew this was what they had called his brother’s son. The Prophet. His nephew that he’d never known. Planxty Grine had told him that he was the ‘spitting image’ of John Paul Sinclair-Ramsay and he’d seen this man… this child in his brother’s mind.
 
   “Ye’re a ghost,” Luke told him.
 
   “I am no ghost, Brother. I am very real and I have something you would want to see.”
 
   “Whair is this place?” Luke squinted around at the absolute darkness surrounding them.
 
   “It is in your mind, Uncle.” The mirror image held up something in his hands which was covered with a piece of white cloth. “You have come to the seventh chamber of Kurnugi, that place which the Sumerians called the ‘land of no return’. The land where mortals cannot exit. The house of ashes and dust. They live in darkness and see no light. Queen Ereshkigal’s court where kings bow before servants and priests worship in the mud.” He placed one hand atop the cloth. “Look upon the abomination of the wizard.”
 
   “No!” Luke shouted and turned away from him, running into the blackness blindly. He could not look upon the thing. It would destroy him. “No. No. No,” he repeated. Then the man was in front of him again, holding up a skull made of crystal. The stone sparkled in the eerie light. 
 
   “It is the first. And the beginning of the end for your precious Order. I will have the triad. The unholy trinity. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep.” The face of the man glowed with an evil smile. “And the Uncreate walked upon the face of creation and he said ‘Let there be no light’ and he saw that it was good. And the void shall come again.”
 
   Luke heard his voice echoing in the chamber and then he opened his eyes again as if he had been asleep, but not asleep.
 
   He was again Simon’s bedroom on the ground floor of the big house looking into his own eyes in the mirror.
 
   Luke bellowed in rage and smashed the mirror with his fist. Someone beat on his door immediately and called his name.
 
   “Brother,” he whispered as he stared into the hundreds of images reflected in the broken spider web of the glass. “Mark Andrew!” He turned and hurried to the door to throw it open. His brother stood in the hall frowning at him.
 
   “We have a problem, brother,” Mark Andrew said without preamble as he frowned down at Luke’s hand which was cut and bleeding in several places.
 
   “Aye, thot we do,” Luke agreed.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   It took three weeks to sort things out and perform the correct ceremonies in order to correct as much of what was wrong as possible. Konrad took his father’s place as Knight of the Apocalypse who sees. Asher took his leave and his immortality and returned to Switzerland. Sir Corrigan accepted the title of Knight of the Temple and Lucio was quite satisfied with that development. Nicole requested and received permission to attend UCLA in America and set about making arrangements to achieve that end to the relief of everyone in the house, especially Lucio Dambretti, though he was worried that they had not heard the end of her by a long shot. He was convinced that she had somehow become immortal and that she would be back, sooner than later. 
 
   Lucio had weathered the storm that Mark Andrew had dumped on his head concerning Merry, the younger, but in the end the Grand Master had assigned it all to the will of God and told him to take her and watch over her. A terrible assignment, but he thought none of the others would be found more qualified to deal with her. Merry, the younger, had agreed to the arrangement only temporarily. Merry said she would stay until the baby was born and then they would let her go wherever she pleased. In essence, she would sell her own child for her freedom. Lucio could not believe this, but she wanted nothing to do with them… any of them in any permanent manner. And he further, could not believe that Mark Andrew was agreeing to such a thing. He tried to broach the subject of Nicole, but Mark Andrew was too angry to speak with him on the subject of her apparent immortality. He had wanted to tell him about the little incident in the pool, but Mark Andrew was so distraught over the fact that Merry had spent the night in his room, he was lucky to come away with his head still on his shoulders. 
 
   This arrangement had not suited Sister Meredith either. This Meredith was not the woman she had been at that age. This Merry did not want a baby as she had when she had become pregnant with John Paul. This Merry was nothing like her. Somewhere in the past, this Merry had taken a definite turn that the elder Meredith had not taken and it had changed her profoundly and irrevocably. The only thing that saved them from Sister Meredith’s rage was the fact that she might eventually have John Paul back. She was elated and horrified at the same time. In the end, her desire to have another chance of raising her beloved son was all that mattered. She would have John Paul back and Mark would have his son. The baby would be born on the first day of Spring and then, if Sister Meredith had any power over her husband at all, this Merry would be gone. She didn’t care if the woman went to Bangkok, as long as she went. And Lucio could go with her even though she knew that her anger with the Italian was out of line. She had no say whatsoever in his life.
 
   There remained the problem of the two Healers. Neither would compromise. Neither would step down, or step back. They avoided each other and only came together during the numerous meetings they held to discuss the developments as they ironed out the problems facing the Order. Edgard had revealed to Mark that Simon, the elder, was the One and that only the things that he had suffered made it so along with the existence of the elder’s eleven sons. Simon, the younger, was an anomaly, but he had to be dealt with eventually. In the meantime, Mark Andrew had settled the issue by allowing him to remain as he was, priest and Healer to the Order, a Knight of the Council in good standing, citing that they could never have too many Healers or priests.
 
   Mark Andrew had discussed the missing Skull with d’Brouchart and Meredith and then had learned what had become of it quite by accident from Konrad von Hetz. The new Knight of the Apocalypse had requested and received a private audience with the Grand Master shortly after receiving his Knighthood. There had been a moment, a test of wills, when Konrad had attempted to see into Mark Andrew’s mind, but it had proven impossible and yet, Mark Andrew had seen many things in Konrad’s mind including the near destruction of the Knight by Omar Kadif on his balcony in the underworld. Konrad had no idea what the thing was that Omar had used against him that day, but Mark had recognized it and learned that this was also how Omar had gained the iron, copper and jade ring in which he could imprison the Djinni and bend him to his will. The news had shaken the Master to his foundations. He had spoken to the Djinni about it, but Lemarik knew nothing of the Skull. Edgard d’Brouchart was quite alarmed when he learned what had become of the thing and insisted that he mount an expedition to recover it at once, but things were too chaotic to even mount an expedition to recover the bodies of the lost members of the Order from the underworld. It would have to wait, but it would take priority as soon as things were settled.
 
   Luke Matthew had been disappointed and outraged that Merry, the younger, would stay in Lothian with Lucio Dambretti. Luke did not trust Lucio and Mark Andrew was not surprised by this. Luke had confided his strange vision of Omar and the crystal skull to Mark and Mark knew that it was something they would have to face very soon. The vision of the crystal skull had upset him profoundly. There were eight such skulls among the relics he had been gathering over the past thousand years. Their significance was unclear to him, but when he had come across the first one, he had known that these strange, ancient objects also held some powerful connection to the Order. He remembered hearing a legend once that such a skull was inside the Ark of the Covenant and supposedly the head or skull of Adam which had been preserved for thousands of years. Now here was another one in the hands of Omar? Not to mention the Skull of Sidon that the Djinni’s son had stolen from his own basement. Just how many of these things were there? The legends said that there were thirteen of them. Three of which were the key to utter destruction. Nine from Heaven. Three from Hell. He wondered which ones he had procured and what the significance of Luke Matthew’s vision was.
 
   Mark Andrew instructed his brother to return to St. Patrick’s Island and take Sir Corrigan and Simon, the younger, with him. They were to assess the progress of the monks there and take over the business of the breweries again as before. This would be the official reason for their return to the island. De Bleu would accompany them to go over the financial records and make reports back to Montague, but Luke Matthew would begin to practice his magick and his rituals in preparation for the confrontation that was sure to be soon forthcoming. And he would be there to see after the crypts below the castle.
 
   Mark Andrew sat looking out across the pool from the shade of the Romanesque portico. What had happened to the simpler times when he could face his enemy across a battlefield and know what he had to do? Ride down and kill them all or be killed. Simple. Now he sat looking out across a great pit of unknowns toward a horizon of vague prospects with no real boundaries between the here and the now and the there and the then. Somewhere, Omar Kadif was raising an army aided by something that he had created and allowed him to gain. His own grandson in the likeness of his brother and his son. He felt he literally faced a copy of himself that he had created through his folly. If only men and the gods had followed the commands of their Creator, none of this would be necessary, none of it would exist. With sudden great clarity he finally understood the mystifying words written in the Holy Scriptures. ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.’ He had often pondered how one could be the beginning and the end. What was and is not and is yet to come. He looked up as his thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of Konrad von Hetz, dressed as his father had once dressed, totally in black. His dark hair hung about his long face and his deep set eyes burned with the same glow he remembered seeing only too recently in his father. 
 
   “Master,” Konrad nodded to him and took a seat in another of the ornate, white metal chairs. “I have come to offer my services to you in whatever capacity you may see fit to use me in your next campaign. I would volunteer to go with you against the son of the Djinn. He has taken my son from me and my grandchildren and I would have them back.”
 
   “He has taken more than that, Konrad,” Mark Andrew told him in a somewhat distant voice. “He has taken something from me as well. He has my grandsons and my granddaughter and he has taken a great and evil power as well to make his war.”
 
   “The thing he showed me,” Konrad asked. “It was yours?”
 
   “It was.” 
 
   “It was a child’s head. Was it your child?”
 
   “It was the son of a wizard, conceived in darkness and born in death.”
 
   “A self portrait.”
 
   “Aye. And like you and I, it did not remain in the grave. All things conceived in darkness must come to the light of day. A terrible thing to behold, but those responsible must repent their sins and lay them at the feet of God for forgiveness and for the entire world to see. Nothing can remain hidden. Not even in the depths of the Abyss. What the world has swallowed it will vomit up again. It has always been so. The mountains to the sea and the sea to the tops of the mountains. Nothing remains hidden. The good along with the evil is revealed for those with eyes to see and ears to hear. I would gladly give up my eyes and my ears to be done with this thing.”
 
   “I may have more to offer than you think, Sir,” Konrad leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. “My son did not agree to go to Arabia simply because of his wife.”
 
   Mark Andrew jerked his head around to look at Konrad suspiciously.
 
   “Whattar ye sayin’?”
 
   “When we were in the underworld, I had to assume the worst.” Konrad looked out over the pool. “I had to assume that we were never coming back here and so, I had to make plans for the future of what I considered my world. I never cared for Marco Dambretti and the feeling was mutual. I knew where I stood with him and I knew that Jozsef would align himself with Marco and Pietro Barrati would follow them. That is exactly what happened. But I always knew where Marco was and what he was doing. There was no problem with that. There was a problem with Omar and Dunya. I did not trust Omar and that is why I never released his father as you ordered me to do. I was afraid that, if I let him go, that he would naturally team up with his son and daughter and I would have no chance as far as rulership of our little empire under the earth. When the children begin to grow up and I saw no sign of anything changing, I began to make plans for them, arranging marriages, that sort of thing. Your Djinni was instrumental in this cause as he believes that marriages are best when made by older and wiser persons and so I would agree with him even now that it still holds true though the modern world would disagree.” 
 
   “At any rate, I arranged for William to marry Dunya. They had one daughter, Aurora, who eventually married John Paul. Lemarik was thrilled to have found a husband for his daughter, of course, and William had little to choose from. Nicole had already made her bed, so to speak, with Omar and had produced Anna. There was another child, but they never spoke of it and I had to assume that it died. It was difficult maneuvering around Marco, who would have nothing to do with Omar or his offspring, but I finally managed to hook up Anna and Jozsef through Anna’s grandpapa, Lemarik. He can be most persuasive and Jozsef was tired of standing around, watching Pietro and Marco grow old while they battered my castle day after day. He was ready for a change of pace. Lavon, of course, persuaded Oriel to marry him after several years and then he was lost in the Abyss, we thought, forever and that is when Lemarik began to petition me for permission to marry my sister whom he claimed to be a widow sorely in need of company and companionship. I had actually wanted her to marry Apolonio, but he is too much like his mother, very independent and interested in too many things. And so I relented at the last and I think Oriel just did not care anymore at that point.” 
 
   “To get down to the brass tacks, I sent William with Omar. I wanted to keep up with our precious Omar Ajax. I can see many things, Master, and my son’s mind is as clear as the old proverbial bell to me. Anything that William knows about his father-in-law’s movements, I will know. Lavon, however, is another story. I am not sure why he chose to go with Omar other than to see after his half brothers and sister. Perhaps it was his devotion to John Paul, you know how much Lavon loved his father. He may have felt an obligation to go and see after the Prophet’s children or he may have simply been heartbroken over the prospect of losing Oriel to Louis Champlain. Perhaps both. But one thing I can tell you about your daughter, Master, is that Omar begged her to go with him. I have never seen anything like it. The story she told Lucio Dambretti is just that: a complete fabrication. Omar adored her and he never, ever laid a hand on her. He would have killed anyone who might have tried. Believe me, it was one of the major bones of contention between us. Had it not been for Nicole Ramsay, I may have eventually made friends with him, but he was determined to keep her, good, bad or other. But I never understood why she grew old. I had the distinct impression that this should not have been so and I have an idea that Lemarik had something to do with that. As he kept Ruth young, he made Nicole grow old.”
 
   “Why do you think Nicole is immortal? Her brother was not.” Mark eyed him suspiciously.
 
    “I could see many things about the others, but with Nicole, it was different. I could see things there that made me believe that she was like myself and Jozsef. It is my considered opinion that when Nicole spurned Omar and left with Lucio Dambretti, Omar made up his mind to take the course he is on now. He had always see-sawed between Christianity and Islam and something he called Baha’i or some such thing. He was always toying with the idea of bringing Christianity and Islam together under one roof in this third party religion, but now something has changed altogether and I believe that he has rejected both Christianity and Islam. Christianity because of you and Lucio and Nicole. Islam because they have taken his father’s lands from him. I’m not sure about the other, the Baha’i and Michael of Persia. But Persian is the direction he has taken in that he has begun to pursue the old religion of the Persians, the Babylonians and the Sumerians. You would recognize this in the mysteries of the Knight of the Orient. The worship of Anu, Enki, Astarte, just to name a few, which leads us to the point where we are today. Last night, he entered the seventh gate of Kur, the Sumerian underworld, known to us simply as the Abyss. He is on his way to meet with the Lord of the Abyss even as we speak and he is taking him a gift, an offering, if you will, in return for power.”
 
   Mark Andrew’s face drained of color. No wonder his brother had seen Omar. Omar had come to him to let him know what he was doing. Omar wanted them to know.
 
   “Only Mahmoud the Mad has gone there and back!” Mark Andrew blurted. “He will not survive. No mortal man can go there and return.”
 
   “He is not a man.” Konrad objected. “He is something else. He is not a god, but he is very close. He is immortal, just as I am. My father was human. His father is not human. His mother was not human. He may look like your brother, Luke Matthew, but he is not human. You should know this.”
 
   “You’re right. I do know that.” Mark Andrew ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
   “He wants your brother to follow him. He knows that your brother is human, pure and simple, but Luke Matthew knows how to follow him because of the mysteries he holds. Omar wants to take the Order from you and what better way to get started than to take Luke Matthew first?”
 
   “I won’t allow that. Luke will not go to Kurnugi.”
 
   “Then you will have to go. And I am here to offer my assistance.” Konrad turned his dark eyes on him. “I am only half human and have been accused of being less on many occasions.” He smiled. “If you cut my head off, I’ll die, but if you cut Omar’s head off, he will not die. He will simply continue in some other form, just as Mahmoud the Mad. Just as Mark Andrew Ramsay.”
 
   “I don’t have the mysteries of the Orient. I gave them to Luke.”
 
   “You don’t need them.” Konrad shrugged. “I have them.”
 
   “Wot?” Mark Andrew stood up.
 
   “There are more ways than one to shear a sheep, Master. Mahmoud the Mad did not learn the secrets of Kur from Edgard d’Brouchart. He simply took what he needed wherever he found it. And when he found that poor nomad shepherd in the hills of Persia, he took his body and he kept it for his own use. It stood him in good stead, wouldn’t you agree? He came here looking for you.”
 
   “How do you know this?” Mark Andrew was truly amazed at the wealth of knowledge the Ritter’s son had amassed.
 
   “How does one know anything, Master?” Konrad stood up as well. “One has only to inquire in the right places.”
 
   “Oll roight then, if ye know so damned much, Konrad, tell me how it comes t’ pass thot Nicole is immortal?” Mark Andrew asked him. If he knew everything...
 
   “Omar made it so.” Konrad snapped his fingers in the air. “Simple. You could have done it. Even Lucio Dambretti could have done it.... oh, by the way, you would have a very hard time getting rid of the Knight of the Golden Eagle should he turn against you now. He is immortal both here and in the underworld. Did you know that? And you can’t cut off his head. A convenient little trick that I would love to learn. Unfortunately, I have been unable to discern the secret of that maneuver... as of yet. I’m afraid that I returned his book to him too soon. I may have to borrow it again.”
 
   “Stay away from Lucio,” Mark Andrew warned him.
 
   “That is usually what I try to do. He doesn’t especially care for me. And he has apparently used something to block me from seeing his thoughts as well. He’s been very busy. I hardly see how he’s had time, what with Ruth and Nicole and Merry, Junior.”
 
   “Ye’ll wotch yer mouth, boy.”
 
   “And you forget whom you address, Brother,” Konrad said evenly. “I’m not your apprentice now. As for my mouth, I intend to watch it, Sir. This is strictly between us. But Lucio Dambretti would make a good companion for the trip down, if you decide to go. You might keep him in mind.”
 
   Konrad turned on his heel and left the Grand Master to mull over this new information. Konrad could become a very formidable foe.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Omar stood before the heavily studded metal door and perused the symbols engraved in the metal. This was the sixth gate. Again, he had pleased himself. One did not proceed from strength to weakness nor from light to darkness, but rather the other way around. The seventh chamber was the weakest and the darkest. Here again, the knowledge had been recorded backwards. All the language of the ancient ones ran from right to left. From wrong to right. From dark to light. From chaos to perfection. He raised his staff and struck the door six times. The noise was like a grand gong of heavy brass.
 
   “In the name of Anu, I bid you welcome me and send my greetings to your Lord,” he raised his voice with confidence that he was heard. “Open the sixth gate and let me pass, Enkishar, gatekeeper of Kurnugi.” He raised his voice in the chamber of the seventh circle.
 
   At this gate, he removed his cloak from his shoulders and dropped it to the floor. The door swung open readily this time on squeaking hinges and the wind that brushed his face was not so cold as before. The blackness beyond the door was not so black as before. A babbling rush of voices washed over him along with the air from the sixth chamber.
 
   A tall, feminine form stood before him barely visible in a green glimmer. Her voice was melodic and soothing like his father’s voice.
 
   “Omar Adam Ajax ibn Adalune, ibn Adar, ibn Anu, we bid you welcome. Pass through the gate into the halls of Kurnugi where no mortal may exit.” The form of Enkishar held out her hand to him.
 
   The son of the Djinni took her hand though it had no substance and stepped into the gloom of the sixth chamber.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “And you did not keep the mysteries of the Orient?” Meredith did not know whether to be happy about this or disturbed. 
 
   “No.” Mark Andrew laid his head back on the chair behind his desk. “None of it. I didn’t want it. I wanted nothing to do with it.”
 
   “Now you regret it?” She asked. He had been telling her about everything Konrad had told him.
 
   “Perhaps. But it is the will of God. I will not take Luke down there. It would be fatal for him.”
 
   “But how will you go?”
 
   “I’m not going,” he told her. “Omar is not so strong that he cannot be thwarted. I could go and take Konrad and Lucio, but by the time we caught up with him, it would be too late. And even though Lucio may be immortal in more ways than one, I would hate to learn otherwise at the expense of losing him. I intend to head Omar off at the pass as your cowboys and Indians would do.”
 
   “How do you propose to do that?”
 
   “Has Nicole left yet?” He asked her.
 
   “No, not yet. She has been accepted for the fall semester, but it doesn’t start for another month,” Meredith yawned and stretched her arms over her head and then frowned. “Why?”
 
   “She is married to Omar. She is still his wife and the mother of his children whether you or she believe that. He is very hurt that she left him.”
 
   “What does that matter?” Meredith did not like his tone. “She had every reason to return to us. She is one of us and if what Lucio says is true, then...”
 
   “It’s not true,” Mark Andrew told her bluntly. “She lied to Lucio. Nicole is the same as she ever was. She tried to seduce Lucio at every turn when he went to bring them back from the underworld.”
 
   “And you believe Konrad?” Meredith’s mouth fell open. “Over your own daughter, you believe him?”
 
   “Lucio believes her, Meredith. He believes that he saved her from Omar. He does not see what she has done. Konrad lived with them for a very long time.”
 
   “I saw Lucio carry her up to her room, for God’s sake and I saw him come out the next morning at nine thirty. He gave some crazy excuse that she had hurt her foot and he was merely checking on her. What do you think? That I was born yesterday? And they spent a lot of time in the pool together with the gate locked... from the inside. She is a grown woman, that’s true enough and I had no right to interfere in her business, but I don’t think that what happened between them was all her fault.”
 
   “Well, you’re wrong. As a matter of fact, nothing happened between them. It never did and it never will. She was looking for a way out of this situation just as surely as your counterpart is at this very moment and both of them happened to settle upon Lucio because he is gullible to the wiles of women. He always was. And now he is in a very fine predicament with Merry, the younger. But he made his bed as they say and he took her into it, but...” Mark Andrew sank down in the big leather chair and leaned his elbows on the desk to glare at her. “... he did not take Nicole into it. For once. He did the right thing and everyone assumes automatically that he took advantage of her. By God. It was the other way around and I don’t know why you can’t see it. Nicole is no better than her brother, Luke. And as far as that goes, Luke and Nicole carried on a hot little love affair right here under our noses and we were too blind to see it. Nicole will do anything to get what she wants. Fortunately for us, she doesn’t know what she wants, but I can tell you this, whatever it is, it is not in the best interests of the Order. Her brother is waiting for her in the Abyss. I saw him. Twice.”
 
   Merry’s face had grown very pale. These were her children he was talking about. 
 
   “Merry. Merry.” Mark Andrew shook his head and she dropped her face in her hands. “What we did was wrong and we will never finish paying the price for it. I fail and I fail and I keep on failing, but God does not call me home. Why? Because he doesn’t want me. That’s why. It gives Him more satisfaction to keep punishing me for what I did then and what I did before I came here and what I have done since. You and I were never meant to be. And we will never live in peace. I can’t go into the Abyss after Omar. I would have to take Konrad whom I do not fully trust. I would have to take Lucio and who would look after Merry? And if I take Luke, it would be like a death sentence for him. I killed his mother. And once I killed the woman he loved and I was the cause of his death by causing his father to send him off to fight in the crusades. Do you think I would have suffered a thousand years all over again to save him and then take him to Hell personally? I don’t think so. I will use the means I have at hand to bring Omar to me.”
 
   “You will use Nicole as bait?” Meredith frowned at him. She had sworn off of being surprised, but learned very quickly why there was no such word as ‘unsurprisability’.
 
   “I will,” he told her.
 
   “I won’t have it.”
 
   “You will.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Look at me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Look at me, Meredith Nichole.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen of Nineteen
 
   The wise in heart will receive commandments: but a prating fool shall fall
 
    
 
    
 
   Mark Andrew stood in the hall with Carlisle Corrigan, Simon, the younger, Konrad von Hetz and Luke Matthew in front of Lucio’s door. The first light of dawn had just made itself known across the mists of the meadow. They were dressed in their Templar uniforms, fully armed, with their helmets under their arms. Konrad and the Grand Master wore black where the others wore white. Luke held another white uniform draped over his arm.
 
   Mark raised one gloved hand and beat on the door.
 
   Momentarily, the door opened and Lucio stood frowning at the formidable group at his door at such an early hour.
 
   “Santa Maria,” he muttered and backed away from them in terror and crossed himself.
 
   Luke threw the uniform at him as Mark Andrew walked past him to the bed. Merry sat in the bed with the sheet clutched to her neck. He took her arm and pulled her from the bed. She shrieked and pulled the sheet with her.
 
   “Get dressed, Brother!” Mark Andrew shoved Merry toward the bathroom as he spoke over his shoulder to the Knight of the Golden Eagle. “Thair’s been a change o’ plans. Put yer clothes on, lassie.”
 
   Mark Andrew gathered Merry’s clothes from the floor and tossed them in after her. He closed the door and turned about, crossing his arms over his chest as Lucio hurriedly searched for socks and underwear and whatever else he could think of under the circumstances.
 
   “A little notice would have been more civilized,” Dambretti complained as his Brothers stood watching him dress dispassionately.
 
   “A little notice moight ‘ave spoiled th’ surproise,” Mark Andrew smiled ironically at him. “I oll ways love a gud surproise of a mornin’.”
 
   “What has happened?” Lucio glanced at Corrigan. He detested the Welshman and the feeling was mutual. Both Corrigan and Simon wore dark frowns of disapproval. Corrigan was still upset that Merry had broken their dinner engagement. He had lost his title and his competition for her attentions to Dambretti. Simon’s disapproval of the entire thing was known to all. And his son-in-law. How quaint. And here he was, stark naked. “This had better be good, Sir,” he said as his temper overtook his shock. He sat on the bed to put on his socks.
 
   “A poor Knoight o’ th’ Temple sleeps with ‘is clothes on, Sir. It’s still th’ rule.” Mark Andrew told the Italian. “Air ye dressed in thair?” Mark Andrew called through the bathroom door and received a good cursing for his concern. He opened the door and Merry shrieked at him again. He closed the door and turned around to smile almost wickedly at Lucio. Lucio pulled his crumpled uniform from the bottom of the closet and threw the chain mail on the bed. He shook out the surcoat and shook his head. He would be quite wrinkled. Mark Andrew stalked about the room looking for Lucio’s helmet and his gloves and his sword. He tossed the items as he found them on the bed.
 
   He stepped forward to help the Golden Eagle with his chain mail and then went to his closet to look for his mantle. It was the only piece of his uniform still on the hanger. The Grand Master waited impatiently for him to find his daggers and his belt in his dresser.
 
   “Where are we going, Brother?” Lucio asked as he pulled on the gloves. “Has Armageddon called?”
 
   “Warse than thot,” Mark answered enigmatically as he opened the bathroom door again and dragged Merry out while she hopped about trying to button her jeans. “Get yur shoes,” he told her. “And a jacket.”
 
   Merry shot a dark glance at the four Knights by the door and got down on her hands and knees to find her shoes and then took one of Lucio’s jackets from the closet.
 
   When they were dressed they stood silent and expectant, looking at their wake-up party.
 
   “Corrigan,” Mark said as he walked past his Knights into the hall. “Take th’ lassie downstairs and wait with th’ ‘orses. Konrad, Simon. Go with them.”
 
   He turned back from the hall.
 
   “Brother Lucio. With me.” He turned toward the steps leading up to the third floor.
 
   Carlisle smiled at Merry and held out his hand.
 
   “Come on, girl, and don’t be waking the house now. We’re going for a ride.”
 
   Merry immediately backed away and clung to Lucio’s arm.
 
   “Go on with them, Merry,” he told her. “They won’t hurt you. I promise.” He shoved her forward.
 
   Merry took Carlisle’s hand and looked back at him. “Is it time for the old fireplace trick again?” She asked him quietly.
 
   “Brother,” Mark Andrew’s voice drifted back from the hallway.
 
   Corrigan escorted Merry from the room, followed by Konrad and Simon. Lucio stepped into the dim hallway and looked up the stairs. Mark Andrew was waiting for him outside Nicole’s room on the balcony. Luke Matthew stood near the foot of the stairs watching him as if he expected him to run. The Italian drew a deep breath and hurried up the stairs to join the Grand Master.
 
   Nicole was not as compliant as Merry had been. She fought them all the way down the stairs and through the kitchen, out the back door, but no one came to answer her cries for help. She had refused to get dressed and wore only a flimsy nightgown. Mark Andrew carried a light blanket draped over his shoulder. The doors remained closed and the occupants of the house remained out of sight. Five horses stood at the foot of the back steps. Konrad sat stone-faced atop a beautiful stallion and watched while Carlisle and Simon mounted up together on a gray horse. He did not like these two fellows. The red-headed one was an enigma and this second Healer was wound like a watch spring ready to pop. Too self-righteous and all-suffering for Konrad’s tastes.  Luke Matthew sat on a white horse with Merry behind him. Lucio waited until Mark had mounted the black horse and then boosted Nicole up behind him. Mark shoved the blanket back to her, but she threw it on the ground. Lucio sighed, plucked up the blanket and tucked it under his arm as he climbed onto the flat gray saddle on the red horse. The stallions snorted and pawed the bricks impatiently.
 
   Nicole was still putting up a fuss, demanding answers and getting nothing from any of them. She reached around her father and tried to pull his dagger from his belt. His horse turned in a tight circle as he pulled the young woman from her seat around in front of him by one arm and flopped her across the elven saddle. Before she could move again, he kicked the horse and they were off toward the meadow. The hooves of the five horses clopped loudly on the stone walkways in the garden as they galloped lightly away from the house.
 
   Dame Meredith Sinclair and Edgard d’Brouchart watched this procession from her upstairs window. She pressed her hands to her face and the former Master wrapped his arms around her as she cried onto his shoulder.
 
   The strangely clad entourage rode across the meadows beyond the gardens toward the cairn. A lone figure on a great white stallion galloped toward them. Lemarik reined his steed about and fell in beside Mark Andrew. He was without his purple robe and wore a strange suit of shiny silver rectangles fastened to a leather hauberk. His brown leather boots covered his knees and his long, slender hands were encased in leather gloves covered with the same silver rectangles as his armor. He wore a silver helmet on his head with a long, horsehair crest that hung down his back and a nose piece that covered his aquiline nose. He looked like an ancient Trojan warrior or something similar to it.
 
   “Adar,” he said as he came alongside. “Your uniform is quite handsome. Do you like mine? I wore one like this into battle once and all who beheld me fell cringing in fear as the sun blinded them. Never once did I draw blood that day. I had to give it up for something more conventional in order engage the enemy.”
 
   “It’s very nice, my friend,” Mark Andrew commented dryly, wondering where the Djinni had come from and wondering again where his unlikely son actually lived. Lemarik had told him that he had come to stay with him for a while, but unlike Paddy who slept in the basement, Lemarik just seemed to appear here and there at random. Mark wondered if he ever slept or, if he had a secret lair somewhere nearby. But the Djinni always seemed to show up at the most interesting moments.
 
   “What enemy will we be facing today?” He asked and looked about the meadow as if looking for some opposing faction.
 
   “None,” Mark Andrew told him. “We will be facing no enemies today. We will be parlaying for a truce. A trade. We are going to barter for peace.”
 
   “Ahhh. An exchange of hostages. Very good.” He leaned from his saddle to peer at the back of Nicole’s head as she was bounced unmercifully on the horse’s withers. She had given up her protests and was now just trying to hang onto her father’s leg to keep from being completely knocked unconscious. 
 
   Merry rode in silence behind Luke Matthew on the opposite side of the Djinni, very glad that she had not put up a fight and ended up being treated like Nicole.
 
   “Is this one of the hostages?” Lemarik raised up and seemed to float slightly above his saddle as he leaned forward in front of Mark Andrew’s face, frowning quizzically from under his helmet. He jabbed his finger down toward Nicole as if Mark might not have noticed she was there.
 
   “Yes,” Mark Andrew nodded.
 
   “Is that not my daughter-in-law, Nicole Kadif?” He asked as they approached the gate to the enclosure about the rocks hiding the entrance to the underworld.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   They waited for Konrad to open the gate and then rode into the small yard.
 
   “Let me up!” Nicole shouted as soon as they stopped.
 
   “She can ride with me,” Lemarik told him. “She will behave.”
 
   Mark looked at him closely and then nodded. Lemarik pulled Nicole onto his horse behind him as if she were made of feathers.
 
   “Where are we going?” She demanded at once. “What are you doing, Father. Lucio. What is this about? Are you going to feed me to the dragon, too?” She asked her father-in-law and beat on his back with both fists.
 
   “Oh. No. No. No. No. No.” Lemarik raised one hand over his shoulder and the sun glinted and flashed on his glove, temporarily blinding her. “I wouldn’t want to give Inanna heartburn.” He spread his fingers and she fell silent instantly.
 
   “So you have seen the dragon?” Mark Andrew asked as they waited for Konrad to lock the gate behind them.
 
   “Ohhhh. Yes. Yes. Yes,” he said and his eyes grew wide. “I have seen her and she has seen me. It was quite by accident. I was pondering the extraordinarily beautiful lilies growing about the pond below the waterfall when she rose up out of the water to gaze upon me. I believe I must have disturbed her bath or perhaps her nap. Only the invocation of your name saved me from her. It was most invigorating and exciting. My heart almost stopped beating. Such magnificence. Such grandeur. Eyes like burning emeralds. And such intelligence. And wings of iridescent splendor, purple on black. A most marvelous combination. I shall make a robe to match it someday. And who are we trading Nicole for and with whom?”
 
   “We are trading her for the son of a wizard,” Mark Andrew told him vaguely.
 
   “And who is in possession of this son of a wizard?”
 
   “The son of another wizard,” Mark Andrew answered with another riddle and urged his horse forward into the caves effectively ending their conversation since they could no longer ride side by side.
 
   When they emerged in the underworld, a full moon hung just above the tree line. Night. As luck would have it.
 
   “Leave the horses and the women in the cave,” Mark Andrew barked as he slid from his horse and sat down on the ground cross-legged in the middle of the clearing in front of the cavern. He barely had time to give the orders before the first screeching Dybbukym found them and swooped in on Simon, knocking him from his seat behind Corrigan. The Healer shrieked and rolled about the ground as the orange-red creature clawed at his head and face. Corrigan dismounted and dispatched the thing with his sword while Luke and Lucio shoved Merry and Nicole and the horses back into the mouth of the cave. More of the things began to dive in on the small band of soldiers from all directions. Luke took up a position behind Mark Andrew as he drew on his mystery to surround them with a protective shield against the hoard of hobgoblins advancing from the dark trees swinging clubs and pointed sticks in their long, muscular arms. The horses pranced about nickering and snorting in the cave while Merry and Nicole watched in horror while the Knights killed the shrieking orange monstrosities one after another. Mark’s resolve faltered at the sheer number of evil creatures. Where were Sam and his tribe? What had he brought upon them?
 
   Lemarik fought alongside Lucio with a long, slender sword that glinted green and blue in the moonlight. He seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the combat as he danced and twirled about swinging the sword, oohhing and aahhing as he went. Lucio had no doubt that the Djinni could have killed all these things with the wave of one hand, but he was having ‘fun’.
 
   “Santa Maria!” Lucio shouted as one of the things made it past him and attacked the Healer again. They seemed bent on attacking the Healer more so than the rest. Simon, the younger, was having a hard go of it with three of the things closing in on him as he put his back against the rocks, still trying to draw his sword from the scabbard. Lucio and Carlisle went to his aid while Konrad and Lemarik ran back and forth across the clearing meeting the things as they came in from left and right. 
 
   Luke Matthew stood his ground behind his brother as he cast his spell and soon a strange humming noise enveloped them, muffling the screams of the Dybbukym, but not stopping them. The hobgoblins stopped a few yards away and raised their sticks and clubs menacingly over their lumpy heads. They howled and jumped about, kicking up dirt and rocks with their clawed feet, but could advance no further.
 
   Nicole and Merry were hanging onto each other, trying to stay out of the way of the horses’ stamping feet. Nicole shoved Merry away from her and looked back down the passage.
 
   “I’m going home!” She shouted at Merry and dashed away down the dark cavern with Merry shouting frantically at her to come back. Wherever they were going was far less intimidating than that long dark passage behind them.
 
   Nicole made it only a few dozen yards before she met one of the dumpy, hairy creatures coming up the passage toward her. The thing growled at her and she screamed before rushing madly back up the passage and out into the clearing, nearly bowling the Knight over as he swung at yet another of the flying creatures. She stood with one hand over her mouth, pointing back toward the cavern. The horses pushed into the clearing, but would not venture past Mark Andrew’s protective circle. Luke found himself trying to fend the horses off himself and his brother while two more of the things attacked his head. Nicole shrieked again and then cowered behind her father’s back, covering her head with her arms. Merry fled from the cave and began to climb the rock wall behind the Healer. Corrigan reached up to pull her back down as the hobgoblin emerged from the cave inside the circle with them. The horses bolted through the protective shield and trampled two of the boggarts as they stampeded toward the trees. Luke Matthew turned to face the hobgoblin and raised his sword over his head. With a great bellow he brought the silver blade down into the thing’s head. It fell back howling in pain, kicking and thrashing on the ground. Luke yanked his blade free of its thick skull and then cut its head cleanly from its body before turning back to defend Mark Andrew from the Dybbukym. Nicole stayed where she was, behind her father’s back. 
 
   Lucio spun about and shrieked a warning to Luke as the headless boggart struggled to its feet. Already a new head was growing where the old one had been removed and the head was still rolling about gruesomely as a new body sprouted from its neck. Corrigan left Simon to fend for himself and ran screaming at the horrible head. He yanked it up and threw it outside the circle and then turned around in time to run his sword through the standing body. He wrenched the sword free and kicked the monstrosity away from him, as he prepared to strike again.
 
   “No. No!” Lucio grabbed Corrigan’s arm. “That won’t work!”  But the Welshman slashed at the thing’s new head while shouting incoherently in Lucio’s face.
 
   The sword stuck fast in the creature’s body as it whirled about slinging the club in all directions. The club caught Corrigan a glancing blow, knocking him to the ground where two Dybbukym instantly attacked him. Konrad came to help him and dragged him back away from the hobgoblin. Lemarik climbed down from the rocks where he had been fighting and looked at the wounded thing in disgust. He pressed his index fingers against his temples and the boggart burst into blue flames. Within seconds, it was gone.
 
   “Why didn’t you do that before?!” Lucio shouted at the Djinn and then swung at another creature.
 
   “There is no challenge in defeating these things with wizardry, Lucius,” Lemarik told him. “The thrill is in hand-to-hand combat.” The Djinn sighed and then looked up at the sky where literally hundreds of the reddish-orange creatures of the Unseelie court swirled shrieking and swooping. He extended his arms on both sides of his body and closed his eyes. The shrieking increased briefly and then they began to retreat. He lowered his arms and waved one hand carelessly toward the boggarts outside the circle. The beasts fell back at once and then turned and ran howling for the woods.
 
   Corrigan picked his sword up from the ground and brushed himself off. Simon and Konrad came to stand beside him while Luke shook his brother out of the trance. He pulled Nicole to her feet and then helped Mark Andrew up. The humming noise faded and Merry crept from where she had been hiding behind a boulder.
 
   “Why the hell did you wait so long?” Konrad shouted in the Djinni’s face. “You know how to control them!”
 
   “You are being rude, Konrad!” Lemarik growled and lowered his head, frowning at the Knight of the Apocalypse.
 
   “Rude?!” Konrad spat the word. “Look at Simon.”
 
   Simon stood next to Corrigan with a dazed look in his eyes. He had numerous scratches on his face, the exposed part of his neck and his hands where the creatures had clawed him.
 
   “Konrad!” Mark Andrew called to him as he stood looking out toward the forest. “Let it be.”
 
   Konrad slammed his sword in his scabbard and went back to the cave entrance to look for his dagger.
 
   Mark Andrew whistled for the horses and then turned back to face his daughter who stood behind him. Her face was pale and her eyes were wide.
 
   “What were those things?” She asked him. “I never saw them here before.”
 
   “They are of the Unseelie court,” he told her. “They come with the dragon.”
 
   “Not your dragon,” Lemarik told him and Mark’s heart sank.
 
   “Then the other?” He asked quietly.
 
   “It is here... somewhere.” The Djinn looked about. 
 
   “Th’ dragon,” Luke nodded his head. “Th’ dragon knows we air ‘ere by now. These air ‘er minions then?”
 
   “Aye, twud seem so,” his brother answered him.
 
   “Dragon!” Merry spat the word and stomped across the clearing and put her hands on her hips. “Now we have dragons! Is that what chased us up the cave, Luke Matthew?”
 
   “Aye. I told ye so, th’ furst toime and ye didna listen,” he frowned and looked up at the sky, still wary of the creatures.
 
   “Lucio.” Merry turned to the Italian. “I thought you said you were going to take care of me.”
 
   “I did.” Lucio smiled at her and shrugged slightly. He still had no idea why they were here fighting the goblins again. “And I will, il mia dulce.”
 
   “Yeah, right.” 
 
   The horses came galloping from the woods as if nothing had happened and stopped a short distance from the polluted ground where dozens of the evil faery creatures lay scattered about the mouth of the cave. When the sun rose, the bodies would dissipate into wisps of smoke, burned away in the sunlight. 
 
   “Luke.” Mark Andrew caught his horse’s reins. “Take th’ lassie and go t’ my castle. You remember the way?” Luke nodded. “Tell th’ monks thot th’ Grand Master is coming fur an audit. Stay thair until I come fur ye. Simon. Brother Corrigan. Go with them and stay thair. Dunna come back this way. When ye reach th’ castle, send th’ ‘orses back.”
 
   Lemarik had remounted his white stallion and reached down to Nicole. She looked about hesitantly but found no sympathetic eyes. She took his hand hesitantly and he pulled her up behind him.
 
   Luke picked Merry up and set her lightly on his horse and then climbed up behind her.
 
   “Lucio,” Merry looked down at the Knight of the Golden Eagle in amazement. “Are you going to just stand there and do nothing?”
 
   The Italian jammed his helmet on his head and shrugged. “Duty calls’a, signorina. I am but a poor Knight of the Temple.” 
 
   “Duty calls’a?” Merry began to complain loudly as Luke goosed the horse and rode away with her. “What are you people up to? Where are you taking me? I suppose there must be pig sty somewhere around here? What the devil...” 
 
   Lucio stood listening to her endless questions until her voice faded into the forest.
 
   “Better him than me,” Lucio mumbled as he climbed onto his horse. “Where to, Master?” He asked Mark Andrew sarcastically. “Or is it still classified information?”
 
   “Th’ solitary.” 
 
   Mark kicked his horse and they started off in a different direction.
 
   “Santa Maria. Isn’t that the home of the big bubble?” Lucio asked as he fell in behind Lemarik’s horse.
 
   “Aye,” Mark’s answer drifted back to him on the night air.
 
   “Santa Maria.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   The small band stopped in the edge of the forest and dismounted. The solitary, a tall single stone set in the midst of the open meadow, gleamed red in the first rays of the sun. The markings stood out clearly on its surface and a crow sat upon the top of the obelisk, preening its feathers.
 
   “You’re not going out there, are you?” Konrad looked about the serenely deceptive landscape. A multitude of wild flowers covered the open expanse between them and the stone. “You know what is out there, don’t you?”
 
   “Aye. I do know.” Mark Andrew pulled a small bag of white powder from his pocket. He licked his index finger and dipped it in the bag and then made a cross on his forehead between his eyes. He turned to Lucio. “Here ye go.” He drew another cross on the Italian’s forehead.
 
   “And this will protect us?” Lucio asked skeptically.
 
   “It will for a whoile and a bit,” he said as he took Nicole’s arm.
 
   “What about me?” She looked up at him in alarm. She knew what was in the meadow as well.
 
   “Ye’ll be needin’ nae protection, lassie,” her father told her and then shoved her toward Lucio. “Hold on to her.”
 
   Lemarik watched these proceedings in silence.
 
   The Grand Master turned toward the Djinni. 
 
   “Lemarik, my friend and my son,” he said solemnly as he put his hands on the mighty Djinni’s shoulders. “You once told me that you would do anything I asked you to do that was in your power to do, did you not?”
 
   “Ohhh. Yes. Yes. Yes. Of course. Of course, Adar. It would please me beyond measure to be able to repay some small part of my debt to you. Whatever you ask, I will grant it or do it or make it so, if it is within my power,” he answered solemnly.
 
   “You can reach your son, Omar?” Mark Andrew asked and raised both eyebrows.
 
   “Of course. Yes. I can reach him. Wherever he goes, I can go. Whatever he does, I can do.” Lemarik raised his chin slightly and smiled. “What is your wish?”
 
   “I want you to go to your son, Omar and show him what is passing here.” Mark Andrew let go of the Djinni and waved one hand toward the meadow. “Tell him that his Grandfather, Adar, the mighty Hunter, has his woman and will sacrifice her to the stone of Marduk and by her blood, Marduk Kurios will rise again from the Abyss.”
 
   “Ohhh. No. No. You must not do that, Adar,” the Djinni protested, his dark eyes became pools of liquid black and his armor flashed and sparkled through a rainbow of hues similar to his purple robe whenever he was extremely agitated. “Marduk is your worst enemy. He has sworn to destroy you and your family. He would kill you and me and Omar and Dunya and Aurora and Anna and William and...”
 
   Mark Andrew pressed one finger to Lemarik’s lips.
 
   “Shhh, friend,” Mark Andrew leaned toward him. “I will call him up and I will give myself and my family to him, if your son does not come here to face me. If I must die along with all of my family in order to stop Omar from his purposes, then so be it.”
 
   “Master!” Konrad objected and stepped forward. “Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme?”
 
   Mark Andrew held up one hand to the Knight of the Apocalypse.
 
   “Brother, please,” Lucio spoke up as Nicole tried to break free of his grip. “Don’t do this. Don’t let Marduk loose on the world again. Leave him where he is. We can deal with Omar. We’ll hunt him down.”
 
   “Quiet, Golden Eagle!” Mark Andrew scowled at the Italian. “You know Marduk. You once worshipped him. Now you may get the chance to see him again in person. Perhaps he will remember the great deeds you did in his name. The great monuments you built for him.” The Master’s expression changed and his face darkened with a deep-seated anger toward the Italian.
 
   “Mark. Brother, please?” Lucio blinked and then let out a long sigh as a number of tumblers fell into place in his bleary head. “That was before I knew God,” he muttered and turned away.
 
   “No, no listen to me, Lemarik,” Mark Andrew continued and put his arm around Lemarik’s shoulders. “Will you go and do as I have asked you to do?”
 
   “I will go, Adar,” Lemarik told him sadly. “But my son is in the depths of the Abyss.”
 
   “I know where he is, but you can go there. Go there and tell him what I have told you. Show him this place. He will know this place. The inscriptions of King Ahasuerus who ruled over a hundred and seven and twenty provinces from India to Ethiopia. King Ahasuerus whose great palace stood in Shushan, capitol of the Medo-Persian Empire. On this stele is inscribed the words of the King. Tell him, my son.”
 
   Lemarik nodded his head. Mark Andrew was hard pressed not to show the sympathy he felt for the Djinni. Never had he seen such sadness in the normally happy, inquisitive face that seemed not to have a care in the world. And so it had been for thousands of years for the Djinn that he’d had no cares, no worries. Nothing but his own whims to fulfill and indulge until he had been captured by Marduk and imprisoned and now he was free of that one, but enslaved to his own son. And all because the company of women was... such a pleasant thing.
 
   Lemarik bowed his head slightly and took off the helmet with its long, horsehair tail and tucked it under his arm. He clicked his heels together, bowed his head slightly, turned and walked away under the trees and was gone.
 
   “Master!” Konrad grabbed Mark’s arm in desperation. “You can’t be serious. You won’t sacrifice your daughter to Marduk. That would be a sin. An abomination. I can’t let you...”
 
   “Cease this groveling, Konrad. It is unbecoming of one so well-endowed with callousness as yourself. Do you claim now to have sympathy for my daughter? What did you call her?” Mark Andrew asked in disgust and waved one hand at Konrad. The Knight fell to his knees and grabbed his throat. He looked up at Mark Andrew with wide eyes before toppling onto his face in the leaves of the forest floor. The Grand Master turned to Lucio and raised both eyebrows. Lucio held up one hand and shook his head. He made no more protests. If his life was to end here, then he would rather die on his feet.
 
   “Bring her!” Mark Andrew ordered and walked into the misty meadow. Lucio dragged Nicole along as she kicked and screamed and pulled against him cursing him unmercifully.
 
   When they reached the solitary, the Grand Master pulled a long piece of yellow, nylon cord from under his surcoat and bade Lucio to hold his daughter against the stone while he tied her hands behind her. As they worked, the thing that Lucio called the ‘bubble monster’ began to grow near the edge of the forest. Lucio watched it from the corner of his eye as he held the squirming woman in place. Nicole railed against them, cursing them both in the names of everything she could think of and several things that Lucio had never heard of. The two boggarts who guarded the meadow tramped into view away south and started toward them. They were bigger than the hobgoblins that accompanied the Dybbukym and their sticks were more like spears, greater in length, sharpened at one end and blackened as if from fire or poison. The hair which covered their bodies was darker and longer and their smell was simply atrocious.
 
   “Brother...” Lucio said softly as the bubble began to roll about them in a great circle.
 
   “I see them,” Mark Andrew told him. He pulled out the bag of white powder and grabbed Nicole’s head. He painted a cross on her forehead and she screamed and spit at him. “Let’s go.”
 
   Mark Andrew drew the golden sword from his scabbard and Lucio hesitated. He could not believe that the Master was going to go through with this atrocity. One of the boggarts lifted his spear above his head and let go a great howl before charging straight at him. He drew his sword and stood his ground. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t leave her. Mark Andrew glanced back, turned and came back toward him.
 
   “Don’t make me kill you, Brother.” Lucio began to circle about the solitary as the Grand Master approached him with the golden sword held up.
 
   “For God’s sake. Dunna spoil th’ effect,” Mark Andrew frowned at him. “Run. Run now.”
 
   Lucio jerked his head about. Was it an illusion then? He looked at Mark Andrew again and heard the words ‘Trust me’ in his head. He let go a sigh and then ran for the trees with Mark Andrew close behind him, followed directly by the gray bubble.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Father!” Omar shrieked when his father stepped in front of him in the yellowish mist of the fifth chamber of Kur. “What are you doing here? Why have you come?”
 
   “I have a message from your grandfather, Adar, the mighty Hunter,” Lemarik told him as he seemed to drift slightly above the floor in front of him.
 
   “Stand aside. I have no time for this.” Omar brushed past him. “Why are you dressed like that?”
 
   “I have been in single combat with the Unseelie court. You should have been there, my son. It was glorious. We killed many of the enemy and wounded many others.” Lemarik hurried along beside his son. His son had never been rude to him and he could not recognize it in him now. The yellow mist swirled about them and in the mist could be seen the shapes of many men dressed in all manner of priestly attire. “What place is this?” The Djinn looked about and shuddered to his toes. 
 
   “This is the fifth chamber of Kur,” Omar told him in exasperation. “This is where the priests are kept.”
 
   “I do not like this place.” Lemarik shivered.
 
   “Then go, father,” Omar told him. “Leave me be.”
 
   “I have a message from your grandfather, Adar, the mighty Hunter. He sent me here to speak to you.” Lemarik repeated his mission to him and frowned slightly when Omar did not stop to pay attention to him.
 
   “Oh, he did, did he?” Omar continued on his way without stopping. He did not like this place either.
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes.”
 
   “And where is the mighty Adar?”
 
   “How nice of you to ask,” Lemarik smiled. “He is in the meadow in the underworld near the solitary. He said to tell you that the inscriptions there would be familiar to you. The inscriptions of King Ahasuerus, whose great palace stood at Shushan. Do you remember the great King Ahasuerus? No. No. No. Of course, you don’t. You are too young to remember him. He ruled over many, many lands from Cathay to Sheba. All of Persia fell under his rule. A great King he was and yet he was ruled by his heart and his love for a Jewess. He made her his queen,” Lemarik told him with his usual enthusiasm for historical accounts. Omar had always loved to listen to his stories of the past.
 
   “Did you come here to tell me Bible stories, father?” Omar glanced at him in wonder.
 
   “No. No. No. No. No. I came here to deliver a message from your grandfather, Adar, the mighty Hunter. Who is that who follows us, my son?” Lemarik glanced over his shoulder at the tall, wispy form dressed in saffron yellow robes.
 
   “That is Endashurimma, the gatekeeper of the fifth chamber of Kur. Now what else does Grandfather have to say? Tell me and be gone.”
 
   Lemarik’s expression changed and he realized that his son was actually hurting his feelings for the second time. And he did not like it at all. He drew himself up, put on a solemn expression and began again and his form seemed to grow somewhat larger.
 
   “Your grandfather and my father, Adar, the mighty Hunter,” his normally pleasant voice was gone, replaced with a stern tone that made the shades in the mist retreat and Omar glanced at him in surprise. Never had he raised his voice at his son. “... has sent me to say that he is sacrificing your woman to Marduk’s monument and that by her blood he will release Marduk Kurios from...”
 
   Omar stopped and stared at his father.
 
   “What? What did you say?” Omar asked in alarm.
 
   “I said that your grandfather, Adar, the mighty Hunter is sacrificing your woman to Marduk Kurios and in so doing, he will release him...”
 
   “Where?” Omar jerked his head about as if expecting to see Marduk in the mist.
 
   “Omar Adam Ajax. You are being rude to your father.” He scowled at the frantic man in front of him. “I will not speak with you if you insist upon treating me so poorly. I am ashamed of you.”
 
   “Father, please, I’m sorry,” Omar smiled tightly at him. “Now would you please tell me where this sacrifice will politely take place?”
 
   “Why, in the meadow of course at King Ahasuerus’ inscription. I had seen this thing many times and never had I stopped to read the lovely writings engraved upon its surface. King Ahasuerus. If I had known it was he who had put the stele there, I would have paid my respects to him by admiring his work.” The Djinni held out his hands in front of him and a small replica of the stele appeared to be suspended between his fingers, rotating slowly in the yellowish light.
 
   “Father,” Omar interrupted him as gently as possible. “Would you mind terribly taking me there?”
 
   “Where? To Shushan? It does not exist anymore. It has gone the way of ancient Babylon,” Lemarik shook his head sadly. “Aahhhh. Babylon. The lion gates and the hanging gardens. Now there was a wonderful city and a marvelous work. I am told that it has been dug from the sand and men are restoring it. But they will never build it back to its former glory. Such artisans can no longer be found among men. If it cannot be made from paper or plastic or fiberglass, they cannot make it.”
 
   “No, please, Father,” Omar pleaded with him. “Take me to the meadow. I would speak with my grandfather, Adar, the mighty Hunter.”
 
   “Ohhh. That is quite possible and I am sure that you could persuade him not to sacrifice your wife. It would not only be rude, it could prove disastrous for all of us.”
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Lucio and Konrad watched from the safety of the trees as the two boggarts and the rolling gray blob circled the woman tied to the stele in the middle of the meadow. She alternately screamed and cried and begged and cursed and kicked and struggled as the hairy creatures dodged in and out at her with the spears as if they were uncertain what to do about her. Lucio still could not believe that Mark Andrew was doing this. Lucio had no love for Nicole and he resented her treatment of him. But he still had his doubts about whether she was lying about Omar’s alleged abuse of her or not. Mark Andrew had told him that she was lying, but still... He cringed as she began to beg them to save her again. It was quite apparent by now that the creatures were not going to hurt her. The cross she bore on her forehead was working quite well. He began to relax a bit as this knowledge finally sank in.
 
   “Is that really the pillar of King Ahasuerus?” He whispered to Mark Andrew. “What does it say?”
 
   “I haven’t the slightest idea. It was the first thing that came to mind. I can’t read the language. Now watch.” Mark Andrew raised his hand and closed his fist as if squeezing a sponge. A dark red liquid appeared on Nicole’s head and streamed down her face. She shook her head frantically and screamed again even more mournfully than before.
 
   “What is that?” Lucio asked and leaned forward slightly.
 
   “What are you doing?” Konrad asked him and then stepped back quickly. He did not want to be choked again. His voice was quite hoarse.
 
   “It’s blood,” Mark Andrew smiled and bit his lip. “Lamb’s blood from Jonathan’s kitchen.”
 
   “How appropriate,” Konrad nodded. “Lamb’s blood.”
 
   “Shhh.” Mark Andrew held up one hand. They could hear the distant sound of hoof beats. Someone was riding full tilt through the forest. The three horses behind them nickered and pawed the ground nervously.
 
   “He’s coming,” Mark Andrew told him and drew his sword.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Luke Matthew climbed the stairs to the roof of the chapel and dropped down onto the roof from the parapet. He walked across the flat portion of the roof to a weathered chest made of heavy wood strapped with iron. The box had rusty straps and the lock was rusted solid. No one had been up here in sixty years. He knelt in front of the chest and wrenched the lock from the hasp. He raised the lid and looked inside cautiously and then smiled. Here was all of his brother’s magickal equipment. Censors, incense, stones of various makes, models and colors, small papyrus scrolls, rope, a brass bowl, black feathers, silver scissors, brass tacks, a tripod, a small iron cauldron, dusty bolts of vari-colored cloth, quill pens, ink wells, a brass bell, sulfur matches coated in wax, a red brick, a black-handled knife, candles and a number of other odds and ends he did not recognize. He smiled as a spider crawled from the chest and dropped to the roof. He closed the chest and walked back to the faint outline of the circle drawn in white on the stones. The tools of the trade. The symbols of Solomon and a pentagram. The cardinal points marked more clearly than the rest in red paint. He was amazed that his brother had been working his magick here for years and years and he had never known it. Luke had never had the occasion to use his magick. Like the trunk, his mystery had lain dormant in his head for almost a thousand years, but most of what he was looking at was entirely familiar to him. His brother’s magick was only slightly different than his own. He even recognized many of the symbols drawn in the double circle. Zodiacal signs and letters of the Hebrew alphabet. These were not alchemical things. He had watched his brother in the lab long enough to know that his alchemy was simply a matter of chemistry. Mix this, match that, cook this, simmer that and poof, he would have some mysterious concoction ready for human or animal consumption depending on the need, but what he liked most was watching the final rendering of the gold. His brother’s most mysterious skill. But he had no real interest in alchemy, he had merely hung about the laboratory to keep Mark Andrew company. His brother absolutely hated being alone, though he seemed to loathe the company of others. Luke could hardly believe that his brother had become Grand Master and filled his house with people. So many people in fact, that one had to make an appointment just to fucking talk to him. 
 
   But now he had work to do. Mark Andrew had told him to begin practicing his art. What for, he had no idea. There were numerous avenues he could take. Devising magickal objects. Consecrations. Divination. Incantations.  Invocations. Weather control. Invisibility. Purification. Conjuration. Scrying. He scratched his head. He had already made his consecrations and taken his ritual baths for three days. He could begin to use the circle on a limited basis. He was clean and he was fasting... very irksome. One thing he loved was food and plenty of it. The moon was rising above the peak of the roof. He took the silver medallion of Anu from his pocket and unwrapped the black silk from around it.
 
   “‘ere we go,” he said softly and held the silver disc out toward the rising moon. The symbols in the silver began to glow a dark orange. “Hmmm,” he mused and stepped into the circle. He looked about once more. From here he could see the coast of Scotland to the east and to the north and west, the coast of Ireland. It was amazing to him that he could see so far with only his eyes. It was no wonder that his brother had chosen this spot to make his home. Seeing everything that was important at one glance. Seeing. That was it. He would try the scrying dish first and take a look around, as it were. Perhaps he could see what his brother was up to and why he had not come home yet. Mark Andrew had told him not to return to the underworld under any circumstances, but he’d not said he couldn’t look there. 
 
   The stones of the roof felt smooth and warm under his bare feet. He was not used to going without his boots and socks and the sea breeze blowing across the parapets made him shiver as he wore no shirt. Another thing he was not used to. He felt practically naked and looked down at his chest and his stomach. He had no scars there as his brother did and no tattoos. Perhaps he would have one made for himself. He liked Mark Andrew’s dragon claws, but he had no desire to receive the wound that must have been necessary to create the effect on his stomach. Especially since he had now learned the true source of the scar and the subsequent tattoo. Mark had always had trouble explaining the sudden appearance of the things over the years and Luke had never really bought any of the stories he had concocted about how he had come to have them. He shuddered and drew his dagger from his belt. He walked to the northern cardinal point and made the sign of the inverted pentagram in the air to begin drawing down the powers he would need to assist him in his magickal efforts.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Sister Meredith sat on the tall slender stool in the bell tower of the chapel of Glessyn. She heard the first rumble of thunder echoing across the meadows as she filled the brass bowl with exorcised water. Planxty had done a very nice job constructing this little ‘workshop’ for her. This place gave her a sense of serenity and peace that was necessary to make the scrying come easier and the images clearer in the bowl. The dish sat on a tall metal stand and an ornate wrought iron lamp holder stood next to the bowl with a candle holder hanging from its hook at just the right height and angle to produce the maximum effect of the flame on the water. Her apprentice had also installed four sets of stained glass casement windows in the bell tower to keep out the squirrels and birds along with the wind, rain and snow. Tonight, she had them open just a bit to allow the fresh breeze to flow through the tiny room constructed to house the bell for the chapel. She glanced at the ancient bell and wondered what it would sound like. She’d never heard it rung before and the rope attached to its clapper was still cut short from when the Mad Arab had brought Simon of Grenoble here and hung him from the bell itself. She shivered at the memory of that time and then smiled at the thought that Simon would have been willing to kill himself on her account.  She knew in her heart that she would do the same for him if it became necessary and wondered just when she had begun to love him that much, but she would have done the same for any number of people that she now loved beyond measure. She shuddered... even Nicole.
 
   Merry struck the handmade sulfur match and winced as the odiferous mineral produced its awful smell under her nose. When the candle was lit, she closed her eyes briefly and collected her thoughts before clearing her mind of unnecessary distractions. She opened her eyes and laid one of Mark Andrew’s long dark hairs on top of the water. The water seemed to swirl and then an image came clearly on its surface. She was looking directly into Mark Andrew’s face and he was frowning slightly at her as if he could see her.  She drew back a bit and saw that he wore no shirt. But this was not Mark Andrew, this was his brother Luke and the image was up-side-down or he was lying on his back. She frowned and tilted her head to one side and he mimicked her movement. She tilted her head to the other side and he moved his head as well. A look of surprise crossed her face and she raised both eyebrows. He raised both eyebrows as well. She frowned. He frowned. She wrinkled her nose and he wrinkled his nose. She stuck out her tongue and he did the same. This was not right. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and pressed both hands to her temples before opening her eyes. Luke had both hands pressed to his temples. She frowned, he winked and disappeared.
 
   “Damn it.” She sat up straight and then laughed softly. Luke Matthew. Wherever he was, he was using a scrying dish to look in on her. Mark Andrew had probably told him to do it. She shook her head and cleared her thoughts again.
 
   This time the image was broader and encompassed a long, open field of flowers. In the center of the field was a tall, slender stone and tied to the stone was the figure of a woman. Two of the long-armed, bow-legged things Mark Andrew called boggarts hopped and jumped about the woman and the stone as if performing some ritual dance, raising their spears above their heads from time to time, shaking them and then poking at the distressed figure tied to the stone. A gigantic gray ball rolled around in a circle further out from the stone. Her heart lurched as she recognized Nicole Ramsay. And there was blood all over her head. Where was Mark? What had happened? The image blurred and threatened to fade as she lost her train of thought and concentration. She forced herself to remain calm and searched for him. He had to be there somewhere. She traveled across the meadow very close to the grass, passing over the flowers and thousands of insects working them. The image drew up and then broadened and she could see into the trees. She saw Mark Andrew, Konrad von Hetz and Lucio Dambretti standing in a tight semi-circle with their swords drawn. They seemed to be waiting for something. They were all looking in the same direction until Mark Andrew turned his head very slowly and seemed to be looking at her. He frowned slightly and then looked back toward the point of interest. Merry turned her attention to the same direction and saw two horses approaching them under the trees. The riders were traveling at a fast gallop under the ancient oaks. One on a black horse and the other mounted on a white horse. The rider on the white horse wore a full helmet with a long tail that flew out behind his head and his clothes sparkled in the dappled light falling between the branches of the trees. The other rider was dressed in dark blue. They rode straight up to the three Templar Knights and stopped, reining the horses in hard and slid to the ground. She recognized the shiny warrior at once when he moved across the ground toward Mark’s party. The Djinni. And the other rider, looking very much like Mark and his brother, was Omar Kadif. Whatever Mark Andrew was doing, it had worked. He had drawn the son of the Djinni to him. She turned her attention back to the meadow and saw the hobgoblins still performing their macabre dance about her daughter leaping in and out with their poisonous spears.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Grandfather!” Omar said and stopped in front of Mark Andrew, drawing himself up indignantly. “What is this atrocity you are committing?”
 
   “Atrocity? I am committing no atrocity,” Mark Andrew told him and jerked his head slightly. “I am honoring the god of Babylon and Persia. My beloved brother.”
 
   “You have lost your senses, Mark Ramsay,” Omar raised his voice slightly.
 
   Omar was wearing the iron, copper and jade ring. Mark Andrew glanced at the Djinni and the Djinni shook his head. That had been very close to the words that would have set the curse in motion and Lemarik would have been forced to kill his own son.  If he had but said Mark’s middle name, it would have been the end for him. “Marduk will destroy you. He no longer retains the form of a man and you will be easy prey for him now. Would you destroy us all? Why?”
 
   “You have something that belongs to me,” Mark told him. “And I would have it back. If you intend to stand against us, I do not intend to make it easy for you. Such a thing would give you too great an advantage, Omar. I am not the fool you think I am. In fact, you have several things that belong to me and I would like to have all of them back. Now.”
 
   “And what would that be?” He asked condescendingly.
 
   “First, I would like you to see your beloved wife, my beloved daughter,” Mark Andrew nodded his head toward the meadow. 
 
   Omar turned and squinted through the trees at the brightly lit scene in the meadow. Mark Andrew closed his fist again and Nicole screamed.
 
   “Nicole!” Omar shouted and ran to the edge of the tree line. He stood looking out across the beautiful open grassland at the bizarre scene. “Nicole!” He shouted her name desperately.
 
   “Omar!” She screamed at him. “Omar! Help me, Omar! He’s crazy!”
 
   Mark Andrew stepped up beside him and tilted his head back with a look of great satisfaction.
 
   “Yes, Omar. Help her, Omar,” he mocked her words. “Do you like my little ceremony? Would you like a bit more blood?” 
 
   “You wouldn’t do this.” Omar shook his head. Mark looked at the backpack slung over his shoulders.
 
   “Watch.”
 
   One of the boggarts darted in and stuck the tip of the stick into Nicole’s ribs. She screamed a different type of scream as real blood poured from the new wound in her side.
 
   “Santa Maria!” Lucio whispered next to him and crossed himself. Konrad stood frozen on the other side of Lucio unable to believe what he was seeing and hearing.
 
   “Omar,” the Djinni addressed swayed around in front of his son. “I believe that Adar has the upper hand here unless you wish to ride away now. Nicole is not worth giving your life in her defense. I implore you to listen to your grandfather and do as he bids you. There is nothing you can do to stop him. I would not want you to witness such a barbarous thing as this. It has not been done since ages past and the results are quite tragic.” He held one gloved hand out toward the meadow.
 
   Mark frowned slightly at his wayward son and wondered just what Lemarik might have witnessed in his long life that made him so seemingly indifferent to the suffering of someone who was basically his own half-sister.
 
   “What do you want, King Adar?” Omar turned his attention to Mark.
 
   “You know what I want, Omar.” Mark Andrew held out his hand. “The backpack.”
 
   “Omar!” Nicole’s voice drifted to their ears. She screamed again as the other creature speared her opposite side.
 
   “You would trade your own daughter for this?” Omar could not believe it. “I had thought you misguided, but this is beyond belief.” He pulled the straps off his shoulders. “Take it, take the skull then. And be damned. I will be back and you will pay for this.”
 
   “I have all confidence in you, my son.” Mark Andrew took the backpack from him. “Now the ring.”
 
   “What ring?” Omar frowned and backed away. 
 
   “The ring. The iron and copper ring. Give it to me.”
 
   “For God’s sake, man, do what he says!” Konrad shouted at him desperately as Nicole screamed again.
 
   “For God’s sake?” Omar asked and then smiled. He took off the ring and threw it on the ground. “I don’t think God has anything to do with this, Mark Andrew Ramsay.”
 
   Mark Andrew froze and looked at the Djinni. Lemarik shrugged and looked at the ring lying in the leave mould. Mark closed his eyes and let out a long sigh.
 
   “Take her.” He jerked his head at the woman and picked up the backpack.
 
   Omar looked at them in consternation.
 
   “Ye’d best hurry, son,” Mark told him. “Th’ poison is fairly fast actin’ if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   Omar grabbed his father’s arm.
 
   “Help me, father!” He said and then ran into the meadow. The boggarts turned to him immediately and the gray ball swerved from its course.
 
   Lemarik looked at the three Templars and then shrugged. He turned lightly and hurried after his son.
 
   Konrad reached for the ring and Mark Andrew kicked his arm with his boot.
 
   “Ow. What did you do that for? I was just going to hand it to you.”
 
   “Th’ curse!” Mark growled in aggravation. If Omar had been wearing the ring when he’d said Mark’s full name, he would have perished, but as things stood now, Mark wasn’t sure what would happen. Lemarik would be free at any rate. He shoved the backpack at Lucio. “Take this. I’ll meet ye at th’ cavern. Now, go.”
 
   Lucio took the bundle and climbed onto his horse. Konrad mounted up and they rode away under the trees, leaving the Grand Master alone. He watched a few seconds as Omar and Lemarik sent the ugly faeries scurrying with their magick. He then used the heel of his boot to dig out a depression in the soft earth under the leaves. He pushed the ring into the depression with the toe of his boot and then covered it over with dirt and more leaves before stomping it down. Mark climbed onto the black horse and glanced back once more to see Omar working to loose his wife from the stone as the Djinni swayed around and around the stone, reading the inscriptions. He could hear Lemarik oohing and ahhing at whatever was written there. He shook his head and then kicked the horse to a gallop.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen of Nineteen
 
   but he casteth away the substance of the wicked
 
    
 
    
 
   “Holy Mother of God!” Konrad shouted and ran for his horse in panic. He had been idly walking about the clearing in front of the cave, cleaning his fingernails with his dagger as he and Lucio waited for the Grand Master to catch up with them.
 
   “What is that?” Lucio got up from the rock on which he had been dozing lightly and shaded his eyes against the sun. The sight and the sound of what was coming struck him at once and his mouth dropped open in shock and horror. He spun on his heel, grabbed up the backpack and ran for the red horse.
 
   Mark Andrew was riding through the trees toward them as fast as the black stallion could run, clinging to the horse’s neck with both hands. His hair streamed out behind him and he was virtually screaming at them to run. Behind him came a number of unspeakably, evil-looking creatures dressed in tattered gray garments that flowed out behind them. The things were also mounted on horses, or creatures similar to horses with skulls for heads and gnarly horns protruding from their foreheads. The beasts’ hooves did not touch the ground as they galloped toward them. There were other things coming swiftly through the trees overhead, screeching and howling and breaking limbs as they progressed along at an alarming speed, gaining on the Knight of Death with every heartbeat.
 
   Lucio and Konrad were unsure what to do at first. They drew their swords and tried to keep their horses at bay as they reared and pawed the air in near hysteria. One of the gray things came alongside Mark Andrew and swung an ancient weapon that looked very much like a mace at his head, barely missing him. Another of the things rode up on his opposite side and leaped from his horse onto Mark’s back, taking him from the black stallion onto the ground just as he cleared the trees. Mark fell hard and rolled away from the thing, kicking at it frantically. He came up with his sword in front of him as the other three things slid to a stop and jumped to the ground. They each held different forms of the mace in their bony hands as they approached the Knight cautiously. Lucio goosed his horse and bolted forward, yelling at the top of his lungs and holding his sword over his head. He engaged the nearest creature and cut its head cleanly from its neck. He turned the horse in a tight circle and came around in time to see Konrad repeat his actions, laying another of the things in the dust. The riderless horse creatures turned and charged at Lucio’s horse with their heads down. The red horse dodged about the clearing trying to avoid the twisted horns of the terrible beasts. The second attack came from the trees in a burst of leaves, twigs and small branches as a great red bird with the head of a lion with treacherous claws exited the forest and screeched as it swooped, toward them. Mark Andrew fought off the remaining ragged things, parrying their deadly blows as best he could with the golden sword.
 
   The red bird monstrosity alighted in the clearing and belched gouts of green fire into the air. It stood upright on its hind legs and began to close in on the frantic Knights. Konrad reined his horse around and charged at the beast. He struck the bird beneath its right foreleg and left a gaping wound there, but the creature merely screeched even louder and continued to advance. Mark Andrew was down again, rolling this way and that as the two creatures slammed their maces into the ground very near his head and his body.
 
   “The Skull!” He shouted as he scrambled backwards and regained his footing. He continued swinging wildly at the things, as Lucio tried to work his way around behind the lion-faced bird. “The Skull!”
 
   Lucio tried to slash the thing’s skull with his sword, but could not get close enough due to its wildly beating wings. It appeared to be covered with armored scales rather than feathers. 
 
   Konrad made another pass and cut a slash through one section of one of the webbed wings. The gray creatures fighting Mark Andrew fell away from him and searched for their mounts as the larger creature took their place, clawing the air and spitting flames at the Knight of Death. 
 
   “The Skull!” He shouted again in desperation as he turned to put some distance between himself and the flames.
 
   “I can’t reach its skull, Brother!” Lucio shouted to Konrad as they passed each other and then ducked as Konrad sheared the backpack’s straps from his shoulders. The pack slipped to the ground and Konrad drew up short. His horse reared up and he slid off its rump. Lucio turned and made another swipe at the beast’s underbelly and received a backhanded blow to his ribs which sent him sprawling in the dirt. 
 
   The two gray creatures had found their mounts and were now closing in on Mark Andrew again, swinging their maces above their heads. Konrad scooped up the backpack and ran a few paces from the scene of the fight before pulling the linen wrapped thing from within the pack. He yanked the white cloth from the Skull and held it up in his right hand.
 
   “Behold! The Skull of Sidon!” The Knight of the Apocalypse bellowed in his deep voice. “Look upon the face of death and tremble with fear! Gaze upon the dust of eternity and the powers of the Abyss!” He yelled what he thought might be appropriately scary warnings and the creatures stopped their assault on Mark Andrew. 
 
   Lucio rode past them and dispatched another one, sending its head one way and its body another with two swift blows. He looked up at Konrad, threw one arm over his face at the sight of the terrible thing in his hand and fell from his horse to the ground. The great red beast turned and let go a mighty roar at the sight of the Skull. It lifted its wings and took flight, but did not get far before its head erupted in a ball of blinding light. A mini-explosion rocked the clearing and the bird-like body crashed to the ground not more than half a dozen feet from Mark Andrew. 
 
   The Knight of Death knew better than to look at the Skull. He took a step forward, completed his characteristic dip and swung the golden blade in a three-hundred-sixty degree arc, completely cutting the legs from under the last creature’s horse. The beast fell to the ground on its belly with a horridly sickening sound and his second swing separated the gray clad creature’s head from its shoulders. Mark spun in a circle looking for more attackers and then ran to kneel beside the Knight of the Golden Eagle. He sat in the dust with his arms over his head.
 
   “Up, Brother. Up!” Mark Andrew dragged him up while Konrad quickly put the skull away in the backpack. Their horses had abandoned them. Lucio staggered to his feet and Konrad came to help the Master with the Italian. They were soon rushing headlong up the passage toward Scotland.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Night was falling as Mark Andrew trudged up the steps of the great stone house. He was still dressed in his uniform and his chain mail jingled slightly as he walked wearily in the back door. Lucio was upstairs with Simon and Armand de Bleu and he had just come from Edgard d’Brouchart’s room in the building housing the resident apprentices and Simon’s older sons. He had left the backpack with the former Grand Master, imploring him not let it out of his sight until he could find a suitable place for it. Konrad had gone to find Lucia and the Grand Master was left to fend for himself. Meredith did not greet him at the door as he had expected, nor was she in the kitchen or the library. Planxty and Stephano were there, engaged in a game of chess. They looked up at him expectantly, but he offered no information and they asked no questions. He stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up the stairs. The upper floors of the house were quiet and dark. Edgard had warned him that Meredith had come to him in a terrible state and that Simon had finally convinced her to take a bit of his potion and lie down. She had apparently been looking in on him in her scrying dish. She shouldn’t have done that, but he had sensed her presence at the meadow. He knew she would not be happy with what he had done, he would have to remind her: God, Order, Family. He chanted the words with each riser as he climbed the stairs. God, Order, Family, God, Order, Family. He knocked on her door and received no answer.
 
   He opened the door and stepped inside. A single white candle burned on the dresser and Meredith lay on top of the quilt with her bare feet covered by a white shawl. Her hands were tucked under her cheek and she appeared to be sleeping peacefully.
 
   Mark Andrew sat down carefully in the chair next to her bed.
 
   “Merry?” He said after a few moments of watching her sleep.
 
   “What do you want?” Her voice was clear, she was not asleep.
 
   “I want to talk to you,” he said.
 
   She opened her eyes and got up on one elbow to look at him.
 
   “About what?” She asked and it was very clear that she was terribly angry with him.
 
   “About Nicole,” he said shortly. “She is all right, Merry. Omar, her husband, took her home.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Meredith narrowed her eyes at him. “And her wounds? Did he stitch up her wounds for her?”
 
   “They were merely flesh wounds... scratches. Nothing serious,” he told her lightly.
 
   “Nothing serious?” She mimicked his tone. Meredith sat up and swung her feet to the floor. “Nothing serious?” Her eyes blazed with anger and her voice dripped with sarcasm.
 
   She stood up and he looked up at her expectantly.
 
   “Nothing that she won’t recover from soon enough.” He raised both eyebrows as he tilted his head to one side.
 
   Merry drew back her hand and struck him as hard as she could. He jerked his head back and his hair flew in his face. He sat looking at her blandly as a tiny trickle of blood ran down his chin from his lip.
 
   “Is that all you can say, you son-of-a- bitch?!” She shouted at him and slapped him again with her other hand.
 
   He blinked at her and when she swung at him the third time, he caught her wrist in his hand and pulled her down on his lap. She fought with him momentarily and then leaned her head on his shoulder, weeping loudly.
 
   “Merry?” He pushed her face up and looked into her eyes. “Do you remember when Lucio took Lucia and ran away with her?”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” She asked him tearfully. “I’ve lost everything. Marco. John Paul. Luke. And now, Nicole.”
 
   “You still have Lucia,” he told her. “Of all your children, Merry, Lucia is most like you. She may look like her father, but she is like you, Merry. And we have our grandchildren. Jozsef. You have Apolonio. Anna and there will be a baby in the spring. You will have your baby back, Merry. And this time, I will be here to help you raise him.”
 
   “That’s ludicrous,” she shook her head and wiped at her eyes. “The baby may belong to you, Mark Andrew, which is another thing I can hardly believe, but he will belong to her. Not me. She is not me, Mark Andrew. She is someone else. Another woman. And you slept with her.”
 
   “But Merry, I had no intention of coming back here,” he said defensively though it somehow just didn’t work as a defense.
 
   “Before or after you slept with her? And that is supposed to make me feel better?” She frowned at him and stood up. “Leave me alone with my misery, Mark Andrew. Just leave me alone. I can’t handle this. I can’t just keep on making excuses for you and for myself and for the rest of the world. You were right. You and I were never meant to be. That woman or that thing or whatever you call her... Semiramis. She has you. She had you long before I came along. And she will take you back. Won’t you just go back to her now and be done with it?”
 
   “Merry, you’re just upset and I understand that.” He stood to face her and tried to take her hand, but she backed away from him.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” She shouted at him. “Just get out and leave me alone. Go and find your new Merry. Maybe you can have a better life with her.”
 
   “Merry, please don’t do this.” Mark backed toward the door. “I’ll go and when you are feeling better, we’ll talk.”
 
   “I won’t ever feel better. I’ll never feel better than I do right now.” She turned and ran into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.
 
   Mark Andrew let himself out into the hallway quietly. It had been worse than he had expected. That she would have been angry about Nicole, he expected. That she would have been angry with him for using Nicole to get to Omar and angry because Nicole was now back with Omar, he had expected, but the part about Merry, the younger, and the baby, he had not expected. And the barb about Semiramis had been a shock. Meredith was jealous of him after all these years. It was inconceivable to him. He would have been less surprised if she had simply grown tired of him and drifted away to other pursuits. Nine hundred years he had kept himself pure and never once had he strayed or even so much as touched another woman. Nine hundred years. And then he had seen Meredith Nichole in Texas and it had begun all over again. He didn’t understand it and he resented her effect on him. It was not right. Not fair. All his work and all his suffering and all his self-sacrifice... for what? So that his beloved Meredith, the younger, would again fall into bed with Lucio Dambretti and Meredith, the elder, would kick him out of her room when he needed her most? How very typical. He trudged down the hall to his room and began to throw the various parts of his uniform on the floor in an unrestrained fit of depressed rage.
 
   He took a shower and put on his usual attire before going down stairs to look for something to eat. It seemed strange that only a few days ago, he would have had an entire entourage following him about, demanding to speak with him and, now, when he really needed to talk to someone, no one was there. 
 
   The library was dark. Even Stephano and Planxty had deserted him. He made his way to the kitchen and then froze at the door leading in from the hall. Someone was in the kitchen in the dark, rummaging about. He put his hand on the hilt of the dagger he carried at his belt and stepped cautiously into the darkened room. The only light came from the open door of the refrigerator. He lowered his head and squinted at the figure that was half-buried inside the machine.
 
   “Lemarik?” He said softly and the Djinni banged his head on the top shelf.
 
   He still wore the glittering armor of his ancient uniform.
 
   “Ahhh, Adar.” The Djinni smiled at him. He held a bowl of strawberries and a tub of whipped topping in his hands. “A little refreshment would go a long way to soothing frazzled nerves. This is what my Ruth taught me before she left me.” He sounded sad.
 
   Strawberries. Mark flipped on the light above the sink. Lemarik brought the ‘refreshment’ to the counter and began to look for bowls in the cabinet. Mark looked for something more substantial.
 
   “Omar is very angry with you, Adar,” Lemarik told him casually as he heaped strawberries into two ceramic bowls. “He has sworn vengeance upon you and your household. Little does he understand that he, too, is a part of your household. I tried to explain this to him, but he would not hear of it.”
 
   “How is Nicole?” Mark Andrew asked him. There was nothing in the cabinet that did not require cooking. He went back to the refrigerator and found the milk and a carton of cottage cheese. Green mold rimmed the underside of the lid. He needed a new cook. Old Jonathan was getting a bit careless, but he didn’t have the heart to replace him. 
 
   “Oh, she is fine and fit as a... a... fiddle, yes, that’s it. Fit as a fiddle.” Lemarik piled the white fluffy stuff on the fruit. He went back to the refrigerator and brought back a bottle of chocolate syrup. “There was no wound on her head. The blood seemed to come from nowhere. And the injuries to her ribs were very minor. Nothing more than scratches, though they appeared quite gruesome at first.” He squirted generous helpings of chocolate on the whipped topping. 
 
   Mark Andrew sat down at the table with his milk, a glass and a spoon. The cottage cheese made his nose crinkle, but he was starving and he was no cook.
 
   Lemarik brought both bowls of fruit to the table and plopped one in front of him.
 
   “Now what would you like to eat?” The Djinni asked him as he sat down across from him.
 
   “I’d like to have a steak with mushrooms and some potatoes and turnips,” Mark sighed and picked up his spoon.
 
   Lemarik waved his hand over one of the bowls of strawberries and then shoved a platter containing a huge steak covered with mushrooms and oven browned potatoes and a side of boiled turnips toward him.
 
   Mark looked down at the plate and smiled.
 
   “Here you go, Adar,” Lemarik said as he handed him a fork and knife from nowhere. The milk carton was gone and in its place a bottle of red wine. “You cannot eat beef with a spoon. It would be most difficult.” He reached to pick up the carton of cottage cheese and dumped it on his concoction of fruit and chocolate.
 
   “Omar said that you would be sorry for tricking him so,” Lemarik continued. “He was not happy to learn that Nicole was not gravely injured. This, I did not understand. But I was most pleased to see that you had not become a raving madman, though that was some display you put on in your room before your bath. Meredith did not treat you well. She was quite rude.”
 
   Her handprints were still clearly visible on Mark’s face. He hadn’t realized that she could pack such a punch. He rubbed his cheek subconsciously.
 
   “She will never get over it,” Mark told him. “I have lost a great deal here tonight, my friend.”
 
   “She may come to realize that what you did, you had to do. Daughters can be most vexing creatures, but they are best kept where they belong... with their husbands, if they are so fortunate as to have husbands. Omar is a good husband to her. He has always been so, even though she torments him terribly. I would have chosen a better wife for him, meaning no offense to you, of course. It is not necessarily your fault that she turned out so poorly. It was, in the main, the fault of her brother, Luke. He led her down the path of folly and ungodliness. A pity for you as well as her and your Meredith. Her mind is full of turmoil and wrath and she does not know why. She is immortal, of course, and she will live and suffer this world a very long time, Adar. Omar was actually killing her by administering the powder that Konrad so carelessly allowed him to possess. He thought he was keeping her alive, but he was actually causing her to age. I did nothing to stop this and for that, I am ashamed. I thought it would be better if she grew old and perished in order that he might be free of her. For this I must ask forgiveness of your god, Adar. I was allowing my son to kill his wife. But something must be done about her or else she will make my son into an evil god. I am not pleased to be telling you of this because she is your daughter just as I am your son. I hope that I can also gain your forgiveness in this.”
 
   Mark Andrew stopped chewing to frown at the Djinni.
 
   “Konrad gave Omar the brown powder? Where did he get it?”
 
   “He had some when he came to the underworld. He took it from your box and wore it about his neck in a most beautifully constructed amulet. Omar took it from him when he was asleep one day in the meadow. Konrad used to go the stele to meditate. The creatures there were afraid of him. Konrad possesses great magick, but my son placed a spell on him that day and took his necklace from him. I think that Konrad thought the faeries took it. He used it to make his wife immortal and his sons, William and Apolonio.”
 
   “You mean to tell me that William and Apolonio von Hetz are immortal as well?”
 
   “Oh, yes. And not just in the underworld. They have their father’s blood and it is the blood of the gods, Adar, just as yours is. But Lucia will grow old now. And that will be a pity. Konrad will not be happy about it and if he learns that Omar took his powder, he will be all the more unhappy. There is much bad blood between your family members now. Konrad is not related to you by blood, Adar, but he is related in many other ways to you and Omar has sworn his revenge on him as well. Even now, he has imprisoned Konrad’s son in his dungeon and your great-granddaughter grieves for her husband.”
 
   “What about Lavon?” Mark Andrew had lost his appetite.
 
   “Lavon has managed to keep himself from harm, but Omar no longer trusts him because he is the son of the Prophet and your grandson as well. Lavon’s saving grace is his prophecy.”
 
   “His prophecy?” Mark stood up. “Lavon is a prophet?”
 
   “Yes, but only in his sleep. He does not remember them when he wakes up, but Omar listens to him and thinks long and hard on his words. He does not wish to harm the Prophet and I think he is afraid of him. Lavon is innocent, Adar. I would not want to see him hurt. He cares for his father’s children as if they were his own children. He is a good father and a good husband to Aurora and she loves him as she loved his father.”
 
   “Holy Mary,” Mark Andrew muttered and looked about the deserted kitchen. 
 
   “Yes. I have heard this said before.” Lemarik continued to eat his strawberries. “Mary, the Virgin Saint of the Christians. A very good woman and chosen of your god. She speaks often to Konrad’s wife. I believe that your Golden Eagle’s daughter may become a saint as well some day. When she grows old, according to Lavon, she will be a great leader in the Church.”
 
   Mark Andrew’s head was spinning.
 
   “She will take her place among your saints and the people will honor her. Lucius should be very proud of his daughter. A powerful prophetess.” Lemarik looked up at Mark and frowned. “I have upset you, Adar, with my words. I am truly sorry. Sometimes I do not know what the correct things to say are and what should be kept silent. Omar has forbidden me to come to his palace, but he no longer commands me. I am free and yet I have no home. Nowhere to go. There is no greater pain than to be turned on... by one’s own son or daughter and there is no greater suffering than to see one’s children suffer at the hands of another. I am lost.”
 
   “You’re not lost, Lemarik,” Mark shook his head. “I am lost and I know what that means. You have done nothing wrong and I am proud to call you my son. You will always be welcome at my home as long it is my home. But now I have to go and see Sir Montague. There is business to take care of and I will need to reconcile myself with Sister Meredith if I can. Will Nicole stay with Omar now?”
 
   “Oh. Yes. Yes. Yes,” Lemarik nodded. “She has no choice. She is dreadfully afraid of you now and that is the only way you can control her. Fear. She had thought that you would do nothing to her because she was your daughter. Sometimes these things are necessary. She fears me as well. I believe that I may have to kill her yet. I hope that you will not mind too much.”
 
   Mark opened his mouth to say something and thought better of it. He looked down at the plate of food his son had made for him and was overcome by a sense of wonder. His son had made supper for him. When all others had deserted him, his son had made supper for him.
 
   The Grand Master nodded to himself, smiled and sat back down. Lemarik’s dark eyes glittered in the overhead light as he transformed his own pile of mismatched food into a roasted lamb chop nestled in a bed of saffron rice. 
 
   “Oooooh, aaaahhhh,” Lemarik smelled deeply of the dish and then smiled and smacked his lips. “I have not eaten in many days, my father. I am glad to share this table with you.”
 
   They picked up their knives and forks and made short work of the feast. When their plates were empty and their bellies full, Mark turned up the wine bottle and finished it off. He nodded his thanks to the Djinn and left him in the kitchen. He found Montague and de Bleu in the historian’s office. They were still trying to sort out and correct all of the time-line problems and discrepancies that had affected the outposts and campaigns presently being conducted by the Order’s military and other more secular businesses throughout the world. Several persons had mysteriously disappeared while several others had just as mysteriously appeared. They had been holding meetings with the commanders of the outposts for days on the phones and had met with several of them in person. It was very difficult to correct the problems without giving out too much information. In other words, it had been a nightmare for de Bleu, Montague and Sir de Lyons who was ultimately commander-in-chief of the Templar armies, but they were finally getting a handle on it and things were beginning to straighten out. De Lyons with Sir Barry’s aid had been working round the clock to ‘set things right’ after his own attempt to ‘set things right’ had failed, but they did not seem angry with him, nor did they seem to hold him at fault and for that he was grateful.
 
   Montague looked exhausted and de Bleu kept nodding off. Mark Andrew paced the floor of the office nervously as he told them what he had learned from the Djinn about the situation at Omar’s palace in Arabia. Something would have to be done about William von Hetz and it would only be a matter of time before Konrad learned that his son was in trouble. They were appalled to learn that William and Apolonio had been made immortal in the underworld, but that should straighten itself out as well since they had both returned to the overworld according to de Bleu, but Lemarik did not think so. He felt that there was enough of Omar’s blood and Konrad’s blood in their sons and grandchildren to ensure that if they were not completely immortal, they would live a long, long time.
 
   Mark Andrew slapped his fist against his open palm and spun around.
 
   “God has brought me back here, Brothers,” he said and Montague jumped. “I was sent back in order that certain things be accomplished and they have been accomplished. Now I am back where God wants me to be just as the two of you are and all the rest of us. If this was not meant to be, then it would not be.” 
 
   He turned again and headed for the door. “De Bleu. Get everyone up. I want everyone at the chapel in Glessyn within the hour. Tell Simon we will pray the rosary.”
 
   Montague stood up and looked at him wide-eyed.
 
   “But, Sir, it is not yet five AM and Sir de Bleu has been up all night. Perhaps...”
 
   Mark Andrew held up one hand to silence him.
 
   “We have fallen away from God,” Mark Andrew told him brusquely. “Get them together. De Bleu, get yourself a cup of coffee or whatever it takes. I will not have this. I will not!”
 
   Montague and de Bleu looked at each other and then at Mark Andrew as he disappeared out the door. They had just relaxed a bit, when he came storming back through the door.
 
   “And tell everyone dress uniforms.”
 
   De Bleu’s mouth fell open and Mark Andrew spun on his heel, leaving them before they could say another word.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Luke!” Merry shouted as she stormed up the stairs after the Knight of the Orient. “Don’t just walk away from me when I’m talking to you.”
 
   “Ye’re nae talkin’ t’ me. Ye’re railin’ at me,” he told her over his shoulder. “And dunna follow me.”
 
   “Then stop and come back down here.” 
 
   She continued up the spiral stairs to the roof behind him.
 
   “I’m busy,” he told her and continued on to the roof. “I have me wark t’ do. I dunna have toime t’ play withee.” He opened the door and stepped into the cool night air atop the keep.
 
   “But I’m going crazy here. No one talks to me and Simon just glares at me like I have the plague or something.” 
 
   She followed him onto the roof and then wrapped her arms about her shoulders.
 
   Luke pulled his shirt off and threw it to her.
 
   “‘ow many toimes d’ I ‘ave t’ tell ye? Wair th’ robe!” 
 
   He stomped across the roof to the stairs leading up to the chapel roof. 
 
   Merry wrapped his shirt about her and followed after him.
 
   “I keep forgetting. I’m sorry,” she said as she started up the stairs.
 
   “And dunna follow me!” He told her again.
 
   “I have to follow you, if I’m going to talk to you.”
 
   “Ye’re nae goin’ t’ talk t’ me.” He dropped over the wall onto the roof of the chapel and then helped her down. “I’ve got t’ cast me sarcle and make me invocations.”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah. I know, but we can talk while you’re getting your stuff ready,” she told him. She had followed him here many times. He had caught her hiding there about the fourth or fifth time she had sneaked up to watch him make his strange ceremonies. He had ‘akchooly’ given her a spanking the first time and locked her in her room for a full day afterwards. The next time he had caught her, he’d held her out over the parapets by one arm until she’d promised never to come there again. The time after that, he’d locked her in the buttery all night in the basement with the rats. But then, he had given up and allowed her to come with him. He’d told her that it seemed that nothing short of death would keep her away from the roof and that, if she was going to insist on joining him, then she would have to be quiet and do what he said. Now she wouldn’t even remain quiet while he worked his spells. He’d learned to work around her. She followed him about asking all sorts of questions that he had, at first, refused to answer and then he’d finally began to tell her a few things about what he was doing.
 
   “What are we doing tonight?” She asked as she carried the censors to the circle.
 
   “We’re not doin’ anything,” he told her irritably as usual. “I’m goin’ t’ troiy th’ invisibility spell. Oll ye have t’ do is wotch and see if it warks.”
 
   “Oh, that should be easy,” she nodded. “Did you take your bath?” She sniffed at him and then giggled.
 
   “Ye’re bein’ irreverent again, lassie.” He eyed her disdainfully. “O’ carse I took me bath.”
 
   “You should make me your disciple.” She smiled at him. “I’ll let you give me the cleansing bath. I don’t mind.”
 
   “O’ fur pity’s sake, gurl. Ye’re not even a member o’ th’ Order. Ye canna be me disciple.”
 
   “And why not?” She pouted. “You said that you didn’t have a disciple anymore.”
 
   “I said I didna ‘ave an apprentice anymore.” He set the pentacles he had drawn previously in the center of the circle and then lit the incense in the pots set about the inside of the circle at the four cardinal points. He lit a small oil lamp and placed it atop the pentacles as the breeze threatened to blow them away. “Ye’d ‘ave t’ be a member o’ th’ Order before ye cud be me apprentice and then maybe I cud teach ye somethin’ o’ th’ art.”
 
   He pulled his dagger from his belt.
 
   “Now come and sit down loike I showed ye,” he told her and approached the northern point.
 
   Merry sat down carefully just north of the pentacles, facing south. She had difficulty crossing her legs as her swollen stomach prevented more normal movements. She pulled his shirt more closely about her shoulders as the breeze blowing in from the sea stiffened. “Could you make me a member of the Order?”
 
   “Nay,” he told her. “Thot wud take a great deal o’ doin’. Now be quiet.”
 
   He made the sign of the pentagram above the censor and began the oration.
 
   “O Adonai, most powerful, El most strong, Agla most holy, On Most righteous, the Aleph and the Tau, the Beginning and the End; Thou Who hast established all things in Thy Wisdom; Thou Who has chosen Abraham Thy faithful servant, and hast promised that in his seed shall all nations of the earth be blessed, which seed Thou hast multiplied as the Stars of Heaven; Thou Who hast appeared unto Thy servant Moses in flame in the midst of the Burning Bush, and hast made him walk with dry feet through the Red Sea; Thou Who gavest the Law to him upon Mount Sinai; Thou Who hast granted unto Solomon Thy Servant these Pentacles by Thy great Mercy, for the preservation of Soul and of Body; we most humbly implore and supplicate Thy Holy Majesty, that these Pentacles may be consecrated by Thy power, and prepared in such manner that they may obtain virtue and strength against all Spirits, through Thee, O Most Holy Adonai, Whose Kingdom, Empire, and principality remaineth and endureth without end.” He finished the oration and took a small bottle of perfumed oil from one of his pockets before sitting down to face her. He sprinkled the perfume upon the pentacles.
 
   He raised his face to Heaven and closed his eyes.
 
   “Is this one going to bring a storm?” She whispered.
 
   He shook his head and his dark hair swished on his shoulders. He was very handsome, reminding her of some ancient wizard as he mouthed something she could not hear. He opened his eyes and frowned at her for having interrupted him. She raised both eyebrows and tried to look innocent.
 
   “O thou Almiras, Master of Invisibility, with thy Ministers Cherog, Maitor, Tangedem, Transidim, Suvanttos, Abelohais; I conjure ye by Him Who maketh Earth and Heaven to tremble, Who is seated upon the Throne of His Majesty, that this operation may be perfectly accomplished according to my will, so that at whatsoever time it may please me, I may be able to be invisible.”
 
   He pulled a yellow wax figure from his right pocket and put it in his left pocket.
 
   “Come unto me and never quit me whithersoever I shall go,” he said the final words and Merry gasped. He had simply disappeared before her eyes.
 
   She looked about quickly to see if he had merely tricked her.
 
   “It’s working,” she said in a loud stage whisper. “I can’t see you.”
 
   Luke smiled and looked down at himself. He could still see himself quite well, but the rest of the world had taken on a strange orangish hue as if bathed in a false twilight. He got up quietly and moved out of the circle away from her. 
 
   “Luke?” She looked about and waited for something to happen.
 
   He moved around behind her and got down on his knees. She continued to move her head from side to side, brushing her hair from her face.
 
   “Luke?” She called a bit more loudly. He pressed his lips to the back of her neck and she froze before turning awkwardly to look behind her. “Luke Matthew Ramsay. You had better talk to me.” Her face took on a frightened look.
 
   He put one hand on her face and she froze again. She reached up slowly to take hold of his wrist. She could not see him, but she could feel him.
 
   “Luke!” She said in a very low voice that wavered slightly. “That had better be you.”
 
   He put his other hand on her face and leaned forward to kiss her. She blinked in surprise and then relaxed a bit, long enough to return the kiss to her invisible lover. Lightning struck the iron rod atop the old tower and she jumped.
 
   “Stop it...” she said but her words were muffled as he pulled her close.
 
   Luke caught her shoulders and kissed her again.
 
   She kissed him back and then slapped at him, missing his face and striking his arm.
 
   “Damn you, Luke Matthew. You’re scaring me.”
 
   He laughed and backed away from her on his knees.
 
   “I heard that.” She stood up and turned about in a circle. “Where are you?”
 
   When she had her back to him, he pulled the little yellow figure from his left pocket and put it back in his right pocket.
 
   “I’m roight ‘ere, lassie,” he said and she spun around. He grinned at her as the first drops of rain began to fall.
 
   “That was real cute.” She put her hands on her hips.
 
   “Cute?” He frowned and began to put out the censors. “Wot does thot word mean anyway?” He picked up the lamp and blew out the flame. “I’ve ‘eard ye say it before, lassie and it’s not in me vocabulary.
 
   He went back to the trunk and she followed him with the pentacle.
 
   “Well, it means cute, like, you know? Cute,” she frowned. “Like pretty or sweet. Maybe charming? I don’t know.”
 
   “Oh, so ye wair charmed by me kisses?” He asked. “Invisible kisses. Cute.”
 
   “I don’t think... no, you’re taking it in the wrong context.” She handed him the paper and he put it away carefully in a plastic bag, sealing it against the dampness. “I meant it in a derogatory way like that was real sneaky or like you were being a smart ass.”
 
   “A smart ass? Loike an intelligent donkey?” He raised both eyebrows at her.
 
   “No.” She shook her head as he closed the chest and locked the new lock he had put on it. “I mean like a smart aleck.”
 
   “A smart Alex?” He started across the roof toward the stairs, laughing.
 
   “No,” she said as she hurried after him, holding one hand under her belly. “And hey!”
 
   She grabbed his arm and he turned to look down at her.
 
   “Don’t get any ideas about turning invisible and sneaking about stealing kisses from me,” she told him and set her jaw defiantly. “How long have you known how to do that little trick anyway?”
 
   “Oh, aboot nine hundred years, give ‘r take a few. But I’ll nae be usin’ it t’ sneak aboot fur kisses,” he told her and leaned over her a bit. “If I want a kiss, I’ll just take it.”
 
   “Oh, really?” She took a step back. “You wouldn’t dare. I’ll tell your brother.”
 
   “I dunna think so.” He smiled.
 
   “Oh, yes I will.” She patted her stomach to remind him of whose baby she carried.
 
   “Oh, no you won’t,” he told her and proceeded to kiss her again. She protested at first and then kissed him back.
 
   “Ye see?” He let go of her. “Ye really loike me, but ye won’t admit it. Ye’ve loiked me evra since ye furst laid eyes on me in Texas.”
 
   “You make me sick!” She said angrily. “You don’t care anything about me. You’re just like the rest of your Brothers. All you care about is this baby. As soon as it’s born, you’ll probably just lock me up somewhere and leave me to rot.”
 
   “Thot’s not true,” Luke’s face fell and he shook his head as he climbed up on the wall. He reached back his hand to help her up. “Ye know wot I told ye before ye climbed into th’ Golden Eagle’s bed. I wud ‘ave married ye. I wud ‘ave married a long toime ago, if I’d been able to. I nevar thought it was roight t’ keep a man from enjoyin’ th’ marriage bed. It’s wot God intended fur us in th’ furst place.”
 
   They started down the stairs.
 
   “Then why on earth did you stay with the Order?” She asked him.
 
   “I ‘ad nothin’ bettar t’ do,” he shrugged. “And me brother needed me.”
 
   “Your brother. Always your brother. Don’t you have a life of your own? Don’t you want a life of your own?”
 
   “Not necessarily,” he said and she fell silent.
 
   He did not make sense to her at all. None of this made sense to her. He looked after her as if she were his wife. He saw to her every need and indulged all of her whims even though he was a bit unpredictable and somewhat rough around the edges. He fed her and walked with her and made her laugh. He did everything but come to her bed at night and she found that quite frustrating after a while. When they had first come here, she had thought he would try to do this right away, but she had been wrong about him. Then, as things progressed, she had thought that any minute, he would sweep her off her feet and take her to her bed, but that had not happened either. And now, she was only a few weeks from delivering the baby and tonight’s kisses were the closest she had come to ‘akchooly’ having a physical relationship with him. It was the very first time he had kissed her and he’d made a sort of game of it. A joke? Surely not. She figured she had blown her chances with him by taking up with Lucio Dambretti. Another mistake in a long list of mistakes she had made in her relatively short life. She had received two letters from Lucio inquiring after her health, but she had not answered them. He apparently had taken her silence to mean that she wanted nothing more to do with him. No more letters had come from Scotland and she had not seen Mark Andrew again.  
 
   Corrigan was still on the island as was Simon of Grenoble. Corrigan watched her whenever they were together in the common room, but he never had much to say to her. He was also apparently rebuffed by her association with Dambretti. Luke had never mentioned it until now. And he had never said anything rude to her about her other indiscretion. It seemed to mean nothing to him that she was pregnant with his brother’s child. It seemed that very little meant anything to him. He came and went about the islands, seeing to the business of the monks with Corrigan and Simon and spent time with her every day as if she were part of his agenda. A very strange situation, but it was preferable to prison at least. Luke still promised her that she would be allowed to leave after the baby was born, but somewhere along the way, she had grown quite accustomed to this place and felt very safe whenever Luke was with her. 
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Have we had any news from the mission?” Mark Andrew asked when he looked up as Montague entered his office.
 
   “None.” Montague said tiredly as he flopped in the chair in front of the desk. “They have been unable to locate the palace. Are you quite sure of the location, Sir?” He asked for the hundredth time. This was the third mission they had mounted to try to locate Omar Kadif. The plan had been simple at first. Locate the palace. Scout the area and plan an assault to recover William von Hetz and his children along with Lavon de Bleu and his step children. But the missions had failed to locate the palace at all. It was as if the entire structure had simply vanished from the face of the earth. Mark Andrew could not believe it.
 
   “I know where I left it, Brother,” Mark Andrew grumbled and shoved his chair back from the desk. “A thing like that should be easy enough to locate, for goodness’ sake.”
 
   He was unwilling to use the magick of Solomon to travel there. He felt that they had pushed the envelope too far and that God had never intended for the mysteries to be used in the ways in which they had used them for the past several years. He was determined to use conventional methods to locate his missing family members and bring them home.
 
   “Perhaps it would be justified to use your special talents just this once, Sir,” Montague said hopefully, as if reading his mind.
 
   “No,” Mark Andrew refused. “We’ve done enough damage olready foolin’ aboot with th’ mysteries. We’re goin’ t’ do this roight.” His temper flared momentarily in frustration and then he forced himself to calm down. “Try sending out another air reconnaissance drone to the area. Have them take aerial photographs and send them to Cairo to our people there for analysis and interpretation.” Montague nodded, but looked skeptical. This was what they were already doing to no avail. “What about those satellites? I thought they were state of the art?”
 
   “The satellites are not equipped to deal with magick, Sir.”
 
   “Magick,” the Grand Master muttered and Montague got up reluctantly and excused himself, leaving the disgruntled man alone.
 
   Mark Andrew closed his eyes briefly and then jerked his head up as he felt the presence of someone else in the room with him.
 
   “Adar!” Lemarik greeted him happily as he sat in the chair only recently vacated by the Seneschal. “Did you miss me?”
 
   “Where have you been?” Mark asked and smiled wearily at the Djinni. The wizard had been gone for weeks.
 
   “I have been to see my grandchildren and my daughter, Dunya,” he said and puffed on one of Paddy’s pipes. Purple smoke rose into the air. He was dressed in a white shirt, purple trousers and a long white cloak.
 
   “Really?” Mark sat up straighter. “And how is everyone?” Mark asked cautiously. It was very difficult to get precise information from the mighty Djinn. Furthermore, it pained Mark Andrew dreadfully that he was actively searching for Omar with the intent of eradicating him if need be in order to bring his kith and kin home.
 
   “They are well. Dunya is quite an excellent grandmother and Lavon has been helping her with the children. Aurora is expecting. Another grandchild and this one will be wonderful indeed.”
 
   Mark sighed. They were filling the world with demi-gods created from unholy unions. His son had not the slightest sense of propriety.
 
   “And where are they keeping themselves these days?” Mark asked casually.
 
   “In the palace overlooking the sea,” Lemarik answered readily, leaned his head back and looked up at the ceiling, watching with delight as the purple smoke rings rose into the air, joined and made figure eights before dissipating into the light fixture.
 
   “In the underworld?”
 
   “In the Hesperides.”
 
   “Th’ Hesperides,” Mark Andrew repeated the words slowly and stood up. It was no wonder they couldn’t find them.
 
   “Ahhh. Yes. The Hesperides. A lovely place this time of year. A lovely place any time of year, in fact. Mother is very pleased to have them there.”
 
   “Mother? Your mother?” Mark’s eyes widened.
 
   “Of course,” Lemarik affirmed. “Omar is busy raising his army and the others needed a safe place to stay while he is busy. Military life is much too strenuous for women and children and Lavon does not want to participate in Omar’s campaigns. Mother sends her greetings to you, Father, and bids me tell you that you should come home. She believes that you have been gone long enough.”
 
   “And what about her brother?” Mark Andrew could not quite believe what he was hearing.
 
   “Ohhhh. He is in the Abyss. He serves the Lord of the Abyss now,” Lemarik’s eyes widened in fear at the mention of his ‘uncle’.
 
   “And where is Omar raising this army, my friend?” Mark Andrew asked him, barely able to control his emotions.
 
   “Here and there. There and here.” Lemarik waved one hand about. “He lives in a tent now like a nomadic shepherd and preaches to his followers from the shades of date palms in the oasis. He is still angry with me and will not speak with me just now. Very sad. And the Dogs of Shaitan. A terrible lot. I will have nothing to do with them, but if they insult me once more, I will destroy them all.” Lemarik pushed himself up and his dark eyes blazed with anger momentarily. “But tell me, Adar, how is your Merry and the baby?”
 
   “The baby has not come yet. It is a while away. A few more weeks. Luke is still looking after her at my castle.”
 
   “Ahhh. Luke, yes. He is becoming a very adept sorcerer. I have seen him at work. He will make a fine wizard. Merry helps him with his magick.”
 
   “Merry helps him?” Mark asked in alarm and slapped one hand to his forehead.
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes. She is quite helpful to him and he enjoys her company. She wishes to become his disciple.”
 
   “Holy Mother,” Mark Andrew muttered and shook his head. He would have to go and see about Luke.
 
   “Meredith is still angry with you?” Lemarik asked him in reference to his wife.
 
   “Aye.” Mark Andrew looked down at the desk. Meredith was still angry with him. She would always be angry with him, but he would not bring Nicole Ramsay Kadif back to Scotland. “How would you like to take a little trip, friend?”
 
   “Ohhh. A trip. Yes, of course. Where would you like to go?” Lemarik’s face lit up.
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   A few hours later, Mark Andrew let himself out of Meredith’s bedroom and walked quietly down the hall to the stairs. She had refused to talk to him again. Things were getting worse between them. She would not listen to reason and would not accept what he had done to Nicole. Now she was including Simon in her wrath as she slowly, but surely decided that Simon had purposefully and willfully killed Luke Andrew. Marco, she believed had been killed by Konrad von Hetz and she believed that the entire thing had been a plot between Simon of Grenoble, Konrad von Hetz and Mark Andrew to rid the Order of Mark’s children. Her reasoning had left her and he was afraid that she was losing her mind altogether. The only person she would talk to now was Edgard d’Brouchart.
 
   The former Grand Master waited for him at the foot of the stairs.
 
   He motioned for Mark to follow him into the library. Mark complied and closed the door behind them.
 
   “You have seen Sister Meredith again?” D’Brouchart asked him when they were inside.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you know that she is not well.” The great red-haired man gazed steadily at him.
 
   “She has suffered some terrible losses, sir.” Mark Andrew went to look out the window. “She will get over it in time.”
 
   “I don’t think she will,” Edgard objected as he sat down in one of the desk chairs and clasped his hands on his stomach. “She thinks that you are all plotting against her now and that you are trying to replace her with this new Merry. She believes that you had only one purpose in going back and that was to replace her, to start over, as it were. The thing is growing in her mind like a cancer and spreading. I have been trying to allow her to talk this out with me, but I have been no good as a counselor. I believe she may need a rest... a long rest. If she were simply a mortal woman, I would suggest that you send her to Asher Schumacher in Berne and let him place her in the hospital there for treatment.”
 
   Mark Andrew did not know what to say. He simply looked at the man as if he had lost his senses.
 
   “She is not well, I tell you,” Edgard told him again. “I mean to say I am worried for her sanity. You may need to consider the possibility of sending her to one of the convents... for a while.”
 
   “A convent? Send Meredith to a convent?” Mark asked incredulously and backed up to sit heavily in the other chair at the desk. “Don’t you think that’s a bit severe? I’m sure she will get over it in time.”
 
   “You are denying what you already know to be true, Sir Ramsay,” d’Brouchart’s expression hardened. “You are the Grand Master. Your job is not easy. It will never be easy, but you cannot allow your personal feelings for the members of the Order, or, in this case, your Sister, to stand in the way of your better judgment. You should think about what I have said. I can make the arrangements. I can go with her. I could take her to Italy first. The excavations, I hear, are going well at the Villa and some of the buildings are still standing. You may want to consider rebuilding there as a secondary post. She could help me with the project. It would be something she could do and Simon could go and perhaps some of the others. Reuben and his brothers, perhaps? Think about it. If she does not improve, then you could at least have some time to think about what you want to do. There is a convent in Israel. A Christian church. There are many good sisters there. She has taken to praying constantly now unless you haven’t noticed. If she were in the keeping of the sisters, perhaps she could find the peace she is looking for in some small way.”
 
   Mark felt ashamed that he had already been thinking that there was something terribly wrong with Meredith and that it might have a profound and permanent effect on her ability to perform her duties to the Order. He had just been worrying that she might be losing her mind, but to hear it from someone else and someone such as Edgard d’Brouchart made his knees feel like water. He wanted to rush up the stairs and pick a fight with her. Make her slap him or beat him or kick him or something... anything... anything but this terrible silent treatment.
 
   “I will take it into consideration,” he said after a moment. “I’m going to take a few days and go to St. Patrick’s Island to check on things there. I haven’t been there since I sent my brother... home. There are things there that need my attention.”
 
   Edgard sighed, but said nothing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen of Nineteen
 
   he that refraineth his lips is wise
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s not possible,” Mark Andrew said and looked down at his hands. Mark Andrew wanted to leap from the chair and grab his brother by the throat and choke him and beat him to sensibility. He wanted to shout and rail at him and make him understand that this was not good, not right, that he would only end up with a burden of sorrows he could not bear, but he kept his seat and his head as he listened with growing impatience while his brother pleaded Merry’s case. She needed to be gone. She shouldn’t be here. He had brought ruin to his brother as well as himself.
 
   He could see clearly what had happened here. He should have known better than to think that Luke Matthew could take care of Merry without becoming attached to her. He had put off coming here too long and Corrigan and Simon had done nothing to help his brother with her. They wanted nothing to do with her. Luke was dejected and angry.
 
   “As soon as the baby is born, we will send her away,” Mark continued. “She can go wherever she likes, do whatever she wants. Money will not be a problem and no one will listen to her. She’s been gone from her home for sixty years, she can’t go back to the life she had before. It’s gone, Luke. There would be nothing for her to go back to. But even if she wants to go back to Texas, we may be able to buy the house for her, if it still stands. No one would know the difference now. The case against her would be ancient history and everyone involved will either be dead or so old they’d not know her.” 
 
   “But she is not such a bad lassie as ye wud think,” Luke told him. “She’s been a great help t’ me. I’d hate t’ abandon ‘er loike thot. It’s our fault she is ‘ere. We took ‘er loife away from ‘er. And wot ‘arm wud it do t’ keep ‘er ‘ere? I understand wot ‘appened, brother. Ye cud not ‘elp but think o’ ‘er as our Sister Meredith. And she is but a confused choild. She needs guidance and a strong ‘and t’ see after ‘er. Just as yur Sister Meredith. Surely ye can see this? She’s verra pleasant comp’ny and nae tribble atoll.”
 
   Mark could only shake his head. He was too late. Luke had already fallen and what was worse, Luke was very pleased that the Order now allowed the Brothers to take wives. It just could not be happening. 
 
   “This is no place for a woman, Luke.” Mark Andrew leaned forward to place his elbows on the table. “This is a retreat for monks. Her presence here is all wrong.”
 
   “And ye wud take th’ babe and give it t’ this Sister Meredith?” Something akin to anger flared in Luke’s eyes. “‘ow can ye be justifoid in doin’ such a thing? I ‘aven’t ‘eard from Sister Meredith. If she’s so interested in th’ choild, whair ‘as she been oll this toime? Not once ‘as she inqoired aboot ‘er ‘ealth. Air ye shur thot she even wants th’ bairn? I know thot th’ babe b’longs t’ ye, brother, but thot dunna make it roight fur ye t’ just take it from ‘er. She’s th’ natural mother.”
 
   “She doesn’t want this baby. You told me yourself that she had asked about an abortion. No mother could do such a thing. It is an abomination. Just saying it is an abomination.”
 
   “She’s changed ‘er moind. Women air loike thot, ye know. ‘Ormones. She explained ‘ow they wark. They change their moinds. And I can tell ye, brother, thot when th’ babe is born, she will want t’ keep it. Besoides,” Luke looked down at his own hands and wrung them nervously as he always did when he was about to go against his brother. “If she’s such a bad person, ‘ow comes it thot ye ‘ave ‘ad this other version o’ ‘er fur so long in yur own loife? I’ve nevar been much on thinkin’ brother, but this thing ‘as me stumped as nothin’ evar ‘as. Ye allowed me t’ look into yur moind and see wot it is thot happened withee in th’ previous warld and I can see quoite well thot ye love this other wooman to distraction. If they air th’ same wooman, then ‘ow can ye sit thair and coll this one a whoor? It doesna sit roight with me, brother. From th’ way I see it, ye troid t’ change things and I thank ye fur savin’ me loife, but ye can see thot th’ will o’ God canna be changed and now ye’ve started anoother chain thot cud only be th’ will o’ God. And furthermore, thot He’s put this Merry in my hands, I trust t’ be o’ Divine Providence. Ye canna ‘ave two woives. Ye canna ‘ave two Merediths, Mark Andrew. So I wud just ask thot ye wud allow me t’ take care o’ ‘er as long as she’ll stay with me.”
 
   Mark Andrew was in a quandary. He knew very well that Meredith would not want this child. She had practically said as much already. He had hoped that the baby would bring her out of her depression and bring them back together. Give them something in common again, but she would have nothing to do with it. The last two ‘conversations’ he’d had with her had actually frightened him. He had talked to her and she had stayed on her knees beside her bed, praying softly to herself the entire time he had pleaded with her to stop and speak with him. But what had been even more disturbing had been what he had heard her talking to God about. She had been praying to him to save her from the Lord Nergal and the powers of the Abyss. He had asked Lucio and Louis Champlain about this and they had told him that it seemed that she had never been the same since they had virtually forced her to do the magickal scrying that had brought him back from the other time. Louis had spoken with him in private and told him that Lucio had also suffered some terrible trance or spell concerning the scrying when she had used the wrong incantation and supposedly awakened the Lord of the Abyss. Louis had recognized the name Nergal from what Lucio had said during that terrible time after Merry had fainted, but Lucio had remembered nothing of it. 
 
   Mark sighed and stood up. He took another bottle of wine from one of the racks and pulled the cork from the bottle before sitting down again. They were in the buttery of the castle, sitting at a small, roughly built table used by the monks when they were working on setting up the evening meals in the keep. Mark Andrew had one thing left to do and then he would go back and do the unthinkable. He would have to look into Sister Meredith’s mind and then take her mystery from her, if what he most feared was true. If she had truly lost her mind. To trust her with the Wisdom of Solomon when she was mentally unstable would not be wise, it would be dangerous. He turned up the bottle and took a long swallow.
 
   “I will see Merry before I leave,” he told his brother after a few moments. Luke had rarely ever opposed him in anything and he had hardly ever asked him for anything. “Then I will give you my decision.”
 
   “Thot is oll I can ask, brother,” Luke smiled ruefully at him and turned up his own bottle of wine. “Except one thing...”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Keep your hands off of her.”
 
   Mark waited for Luke to leave and then went down the stairs into the laboratory farther under the main hall of the keep. He closed himself inside the windowless room and lit the oil lamp. He sat staring at the stainless steel box that contained the Skull of the wizard’s folly a long time before finally taking it down another set of stairs to another set of darker passages lit with the sputtering, guttering torches the monks kept burning there night and day. The crypts of the dead brothers of their order. Literally hundreds of skulls and piles of cleaned bones lay stacked in carved niches in the walls. This was the best place he could think of to place the thing. He stopped in front of a particularly old pile of bones and carefully removed the skulls and ribs and ulnas and femurs and placed the box at the very back of the niche before replacing the remains of the venerated monks and fathers long passed. When he was satisfied that no signs of disturbance would be detected, he got down on his knees and said a prayer for the deceased and asked God for forgiveness of any sins he may have committed since his last confession. He then took a handful of white powder from his pocket and dusted it over the bones. He sighed and turned back to his last distasteful task at hand. He did not want to see Merry Sinclair. He knew that she would be very pregnant and he had no idea what she would say to him.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry frowned at the little book on the table in front of her. It was very hard to read and the pages were brittle and very easily crumbled. She had no idea how old it was, but it was written in English or something very close to English. Something she assumed to be the Old English of Canterbury Tales or William Shakespeare with lots of thees and thous and esses that looked like effs. She laughed softly as she squinted at the page. Everywhere there should have been an ‘i’ there was a ‘y’ and whoever had painstakingly written it, had loved to put ‘e’s’ on the ends of everything. Sometimes she would have to read the same sentence half a dozen times before she could understand it, but she was getting much better at reading it, as practice made perfect and she had nothing else to do in the long hours she spent between Luke’s visits. He had told her that she could make use of the library on the second floor whenever she liked. She smiled again as she remembered how he had told her that he admired intelligence in a ‘wooman’ and that intelligence came from reading ‘gud tomes’. This book read very much like Luke sounded. She had first picked it out because its cover, unlike the other books in the library was purple and seemed to be made of some fine cloth instead of ancient, moldy-smelling leather and each and every one of its little pages had a beautifully executed drawing of a flower before the first word. She had assumed, wrongly, that it was some ancient love story because some of it was written in flowery verse, but it was not a love story. 
 
   It was a biography. A biographical sketch of a wizard, no less and as far as she could tell, the wizard’s name had been Myrrdyn. This wizard had been his own father as best she could tell and had seduced the virgin daughter of a merchant who had then given birth to him in human form. A fascinating idea and one she had never thought of before. This Myrrdyn had come to earth in a ‘spyrrytualle forme’ and entered into the ‘vyrgyn’. It sounded almost like another version of the Christ story without the religious context of Christianity. The story was really wild and it seemed that this fellow knew everyone that was anyone in the whole world in his lifetime which had been sometime during the sixth century. She recognized some of the names, but much of it was very confusing. She was just getting to a good part where the wizard had been sent off to the Holy Lands on a sacred quest for his king when someone knocked on her door. 
 
   Merry jumped physically and then sighed as the sudden movement caused a slight cramp in the side of her stomach. She put one hand against the spot and got up slowly. She’d sat too long in one position and her back was stiff. She really needed to move about more and eat less. The last thing she wanted to do was get fat and dumpy, but there was little to do at the castle other than walk around the roof all day and that was ‘exceedynge boeryng’. She would have to hound Luke a bit more and make him take her out in the boat again. At least she could fish a bit and get seasick. It would break up the day to day monotony. But now, she wondered who would be knocking at this hour. It was too late for Luke and too early for supper which Christopher Stewart always brought about eight o’clock every night. The apprentice always showed up with the big tray and a smile. He was the only other person at the castle that would spend any time with her and he was, at least, American, though he had been thoroughly brain-washed by his Master, Mark Ramsay, venerable Knight of Death. And such a nice, well-mannered boy he was. To think that he was in training to be the Master of Death. She pressed one hand to her back as she walked across the floor to open the door. The stones were cold even through her thick socks. She unbolted the door and pulled it open slowly.
 
   Mark Andrew stood in the hallway blinking at her.
 
   “Hello, Meredith,” he said flatly.
 
   “Hello, Mark.” She matched his tone.
 
   He stood waiting expectantly, for what, she had no idea.
 
   “Please, do come in, Sir Ramsay.” She stepped back and held out her hand. “I would offer you some lemonade, but we have no lemons today.”
 
   “Thank you.” He ignored her sarcasm and stepped into the room. She had done quite well here. There were new furnishings all about. A pretty white and gold canopy bed and matching dresser. A French Provincial, roll-top desk. A vanity table and chair. A tall armoire with cherubs painted on the front and a satin covered fainting couch set in front of one of the tall windows. A crystal lamp burned on a table near the other window and her robe was draped in the chair as if she had just gotten out of the chair. “Nice.”
 
   “Yes,” she nodded. “Your brother has been most indulgent. It makes it more... homey.”
 
   “Homey?” He smiled slightly. “You are feeling well?” He looked about awkwardly. The old wool rug had been replaced by one of more modern design with a pink and green flowered border. The room was definitely female and she had even hung lace draperies over the deep windows. A fire crackled in the stone fireplace and a painting of a young girl dancing with faeries hung over the mantle. He looked up at the painting and a slight smile played across his face momentarily. 
 
   “I’m feeling very well for a pregnant prisoner,” she told him and took up her seat at the table again. “Won’t you sit down?”
 
   “No, thank you.” He turned his back on the fire and put his hands behind his back. “I won’t take too much of your time.”
 
   “Oh, thank God.” She smiled. “I thought I might have to cancel all my appointments and plans for the evening.” She pretended to pick up a telephone and pressed her hand to her ear. “Hello? Jeeves, hold oll me colls fur th’ evenin’. I’ll be entertainin’ th’ Knoight o’ Death.”
 
   “That’s very good,” he nodded. “You’ve been spending too much time with Luke.”
 
   “He’s very accommodating.” She raised her chin slightly at the mention of Luke.
 
   “You really have been spending too much time with him,” he repeated and his tone was slightly different from before. “He wants you to stay here with him... indefinitely.”
 
   Merry frowned. “Indefinitely? What does that mean?”
 
   “He wants you to stay here even after the baby is born.” Mark Andrew lowered his head slightly and looked at her intensely. “He says that you’ve changed your mind about the baby and that you want to keep it now.”
 
   “You get right to the point, don’t you?” She turned her head to look at the darkness beyond the lace draperies.
 
   “I find it best to be forthcoming,” he said. “There’s no use mincing words and pussy-footing about. You either want the child or not. You either love my brother or not.”
 
   “Love your brother?” She snapped her head around. “Did he tell you that, too?”
 
   “No,” Mark Andrew shook his head. “He did not mention love.”
 
   “That figures.” She looked out the window again. “I like him. He’s... simple. I don’t mean that in a derogatory way. I mean he is simple and straightforward and what you see is what you get. I find that quite unusual in a man. Generally, they try to hide everything that they are up to and make up some other persona to show the world and you never get to know them until it’s too late. He doesn’t beat about the bush and he doesn’t do a lot of unnecessary thinking.”
 
   “No, he’s never been big on thinking. He’s more adept at doing,” Mark Andrew told her. “It’s the ‘doing’ that concerns me.”
 
   This remark caused her to turn her head very slowly toward him again.
 
   “If you mean to accuse him of anything, Sir Ramsay, then I would advise you to think again.” She pushed herself up. “If there is one thing you don’t know about your own brother, then this is something I can tell you. He has never come to my bed. And that is to his credit. I only wish that I could have said the same about you, sir.”
 
   Mark Andrew closed his eyes. This was not going well at all. This was not what he had come here for. He was driving the wedge between them even deeper.
 
   “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for,” he said. “I am not your enemy, Meredith... Merry. I care for you... deeply, but it’s complicated. Please... sit down. I did not come here to upset you.”
 
   “I’ll sit if you will.” She sniffed and nodded toward the chair in front of the desk.
 
   He dragged the chair to the table and sat down stiffly. He didn’t know what to do with his hands. He crossed his arms over his chest as she resumed her seat.
 
   “Now what is it, exactly, that you want, Sir Ramsay?” She asked him.
 
   “I want to know what you plan to do, Miss Sinclair,” he said honestly. “I want to know your intentions concerning the baby and my brother.”
 
   “Your brother has offered me a home here,” she told him. “But this is no place for a woman, much less a baby. This is a monastery. I told him as much. I don’t want to raise my child in a monastery.”
 
   “So then, you do want to keep it?” He asked.
 
   “Yes. I do,” she nodded. “I am not a monster and I am not unfeeling. I had no parents and I would not want to inflict such a life on another child if I can help it. As long as I have the means to be a good mother and provide for my child, I would like to keep it. Yes.”
 
   “And Luke has offered to provide for you and the baby?”
 
   “He has.” 
 
   “And you have accepted his offer?”
 
   “His offer is marriage. I have not accepted... yet.” She smiled. “I told him that I would think about it.” 
 
   Mark Andrew frowned. Luke had not told him this. He had not mentioned marriage. He reached for the little purple book that lay on the table. It was very old. He recognized it immediately.
 
   “You have been reading this?” He turned one of the pages very carefully.
 
   “I’ve been trying to occupy my mind, yes.”
 
   “It is difficult to read these old manuscripts.” He stared at the pages. “Do you know what it’s about?”
 
   “Some wizard named Myrrdyn. I thought it was a love story.”
 
   “Merlin.”
 
   “Merlin?” She frowned and looked about.
 
   “Myrrdyn. Merlin,” he said quietly. “It’s about Merlin.”
 
   “The Merlin of King Arthur? Merlin the Magician?” She smiled. “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “He was not a magician,” Mark said, looked up at her and then stood up abruptly. He put the book in his pocket. “I will speak to Luke about this. If you decide to accept his proposal, you will not want to live here, I take it. Where do you expect Luke to take you?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She got up again. “He says the house in Scotland is his and this castle is yours. Why are you there and he’s here?”
 
   “Things are not the same as they were before. The house in Scotland is mine. I live there with my wife.”
 
   “Oh, right. You have a wife.” She shook her head. “Sister Meredith. Of course. You’ve really fucked things up, Sir Ramsay.”
 
   “Watch your mouth, Miss Sinclair,” he drew a sharp breath. “It is unbecoming of a lady and a mother to speak thus.”
 
   “Oh? And how should a mother talk, Sir? How should a mother talk to the father of her baby? Do you have some rules written down somewhere that covers that subject as well?”
 
   “I’ll speak to my brother,” Mark Andrew said again as he opened the door.
 
   “What about my book?” She asked.
 
   “What book?” He blinked at her and was gone.
 
   She slammed the heavy door behind him and he cringed as he made his down the balcony and then heard his name echoing through the hall below.
 
   “Adar.”
 
   He stopped to look down and saw Lemarik swinging from the huge wrought-iron lamp in the main hall.
 
   “This is a wonderful palace, Adar. Where did you get it?” The Djinni dropped from the lamp to the long trestle table. “It is a bit dull, but I could brighten it up for you and we could live here gloriously.”
 
   Mark Andrew shook his head and smiled before hurrying to the stairs leading down to the hall.
 
   Lemarik caught up with him as he made his way out the front doors. His brother was waiting for him on the parapet.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Edgard d’Brouchart tossed and turned in his bed. He was having trouble sleeping and when he did sleep, his dreams were full of disturbing scenes and visions. His mind was in an uproar. He had been up to see Sister Meredith just before he’d gone to bed and now he was convinced that something would have to be done with her. She had asked for Simon and wanted to make her confessions, but she had insisted that he stay in the room with them, because, she said, she was afraid that Simon would kill her. Simon had come to her room and it had been terrible. She had confessed things that were not possibly her sins. They were terrible and unspeakable and sounded like nightmares. She had confessed of murder and almost every sin in the book and then some, including devil worship and black magick. She had ended her confession by accusing Lucio Dambretti of the same crimes she had listed. Simon had listened to all of it in shocked silence. He had prescribed one Hail Mary as penance and absolved her of her sins. She had begun to repeat the Hail Mary before they had gotten out of her room and as far as he knew, she was still up there in her room, repeating the thing over and over. He got out of bed and went to his window. He could see her room from his bedroom in the apprentice’s quarters. Her light was still on. He repressed the urge to go out again and go up to her room and went back to his bed. 
 
   He closed his eyes and found himself in a different time and a different place. He sat on a rug under a flapping tent made of animal skins and striped cloth. Another man sat nearby, whittling on a long staff with a bronze dagger. The man had a long beard and a sort of cloak over his head. He looked up and saw three men walking toward them across the barren landscape.
 
   The man next to him looked up and upon seeing the three men approaching, he got up and ran out to meet them and bowed low before them.
 
    “My Lord, if now I have found favor in Thy sight, pass not away, I pray thee, from Thy servant.”
 
   Edgard heard the man speak to them in the tongue of the ancient Hebrews.
 
   “Let a little water, I pray You, be fetched, and wash Your feet, and rest Yourselves under the tree.”
 
   Edgard watched and listened in fascination as the man offered them food and water and then set about to make a feast for them along with his wife. He was witnessing the visitation of the three angels to Abraham and his wife Sarah. The scene changed and the three ‘men’ sat across from him around the feast table in Abraham’s tent. Their faces were obscured by their mantles as they told Abraham that his wife would bear him a son. He heard Sarah laugh as the Scriptures had said and heard the chastisements of the angels. And then the chief figure among them stayed while his two companions traveled on toward Sodom and Gomorrah. Edgard could not believe that this was a dream, so real it was to him. He could feel the hot wind off the plateau in front of them and he could smell the goats, sheep and cattle that filled the landscape nearby. He could hear the animals bleating and lowing as he got up and hurried after the two angels. He would go with them and witness the destruction of the great cities of sin. He had to hurry to catch up with them and then fell in slightly behind them. They walked along at a brisk pace in the hot sun and soon he was sweating and panting in his effort to keep up with them.
 
   “Please, my Lords!” He called to them. “Slow your pace but a little and I would go with you.”
 
   One of them turned slowly to look at him as if he had not known he was there. The angel lifted his hand and pushed back his mantle from his head and Edgard’s heart caught in his throat. The angel had long dark hair and deep blue eyes. A long white braid with silver ornaments fell on his shoulder. He saw the golden sword at his side.
 
   “Wherefore have you followed us, Edgard?” The angel asked him. “Have you not seen enough destruction already? Would you see more blood and more death? The day is not come yet. Go down to your enemies in the month of Adar on the thirteenth day and victory shall be yours.” 
 
   Edgard threw himself onto the ground and covered his head with his arms.
 
   “Forgive me, Brother, for I have sinned,” he said into the dust. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up. “Forgive me. Forgive me.”
 
   “Father?” Simon looked down at him with wide eyes. “Are you all right? Your shouts have awakened all the house.”
 
   “My son.” Edgard allowed Simon to help him from the floor where he had fallen. “My son.” He clung to the priest’s arm. “I have seen the Lord. I have seen his angels of death and one of them is Mark Ramsay.”
 
   “No, no.” Simon shook his head. “It was only a dream. A nightmare. You are upset because of Sister Meredith. Come up to the house with me and we’ll find something to make you sleep more peacefully.”
 
   “No. I must see de Bleu and tell him of my dream,” Edgard insisted to him as he was pulled toward the door.
 
   “Shhh,” Simon told him. “Do not disturb the boys. They are frightened enough already. Your grandsons are just down the hall. Come with me and we’ll talk.”
 
   “Yes. Yes. Of course,” Edgard nodded. The thirteenth of Adar. This was very familiar to him and yet it had been so very long since he’d followed the days of the Hebrew calendar.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Omar was resting on one of the numerous balconies overlooking the sea. The sun was sinking in the west and this sunset promised to be glorious. Nicole lay on the cushions next to him, staring up at the sky as the seabirds made their final forays of the day before retiring for the night in their nests in the rocks above the beachhead. He was just beginning to feel the effects of the islands as the cares of his troubles slipped away from his mind.
 
   “You are not happy here?” He asked her, though he already knew the answer. “It is beautiful here and there is nothing to worry about. Grandmother provides everything for you?”
 
   “Your grandmother does not like me, Omar,” she told him. “Won’t you let me go to America for a while? I’m tired of seeing the same people all the time. I just want to make some new friends, you know, see some sights, do something different.”
 
   “Friends only lead to trouble, Nicole,” he told her and sighed. He was glad to have her back, but she had not changed. There was nothing in the world he could do that would please her. “Perhaps, next time I come to visit, we can take a short trip to some place you would like to see.”
 
   “You don’t have to go with me. I don’t need a chaperone. I want to get away. I need some time for...” She stopped talking and sat up as Lavon de Bleu walked onto the balcony.
 
   “Lavon?” She frowned at the tall, golden haired man. It was obvious that he was asleep. He stared blankly out at the distant horizon.
 
   The former apprentice of the Knight of the Golden Eagle raised one arm slowly and pointed to Omar. 
 
   “You have seen the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, the cities of sin. The angel of death will come unto your door. And he said, Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak yet but this once: Peradventure ten shall be found there. And he said, I will not destroy it for ten’s sake. And ten shall be the number of the venture and the venture shall take place on the thirteenth day of Adar. And these shall be the names of the ten: Montague, Champlain, d’Ornan, de Lyons, Sussex, Ramsay, de Bleu, Dambretti, Corrigan, Ramsay. And they shall stand against you upon the plain of Ahasareus. And the king of the north will prevail. His evil intent unknown to his Brothers. You have cast your son into the dungeon and the Lord will have vengeance upon your soul.”
 
   Omar lay perfectly still while his son-in-law spoke these ominous words to him. When Lavon had finished speaking, he turned and went back into the palace.
 
   “I get sick of listening to him.” Nicole lay back on the cushions. “He never says anything good. Who is the king of the north?”
 
   “Ramsay.” Omar pushed himself up. “Now there are two of them. The thirteenth of Adar. Adar. Always Ramsay. Can nothing be done about him?”
 
   “You should know,” his wife told him sarcastically. “He always comes back.”
 
   “Have you seen my father lately?” Omar stood up.
 
   “No. Not for a while.” Nicole raised up on one elbow.
 
   “And Aurora? Where is she?” He looked down at her.
 
   “She is here... somewhere. Probably with Anna and the children.”
 
   “I will release her husband. I believe that Lavon may have a point. More flies are caught with sugar.”
 
   Nicole shook her head as Omar hurried into the palace. She was bored to death of this place. Nothing ever happened here except Lavon de Bleu’s outbursts.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   The three Knights stood just inside Meredith’s door, frozen in place, afraid to move. She sat on the sill of the open window with one leg dangling just outside and one hand holding onto the window ledge. A cold wind whipped through the window and made them shiver.
 
   “Merry,” Mark Andrew held out his hand slowly to her. “Come over here by the fire and warm yourself. You’ll catch cold there.”
 
   “I won’t catch cold, Mark Andrew.” She smiled. “I never get sick. I’m immortal.”
 
   “But you’re making me shiver. I don’t like the cold, Merry.” He told her and took a tiny step forward. “Come and let me hold you and we can talk.”
 
   “Who is that you have with you, Sir Ramsay?” She moved her head in an unnatural motion, like a snake.
 
   “It’s me, Lucio.” The Knight of the Golden Eagle put on his best smile for her. “Won’t you come inside now and we’ll have some chocolate by the fire.”
 
   “Lucio? That’s not your name, Sir,” she told Lucio and then focused on Simon’s face. “And you! You would burn me at the stake, priest. I know you. You are no friend.”
 
   “Merry,” Simon shook his head. “I would never do such a thing. I love you, Merry. Come inside with us now.”
 
   “No.” She put her hand outside the window and leaned out precariously into the night.
 
   “Wait!” Lucio raised his voice. “You didn’t tell me my name. Come inside and tell me my name and then you can go out.”
 
   Meredith blinked and hesitated. She looked down at the frozen flower beds far below.
 
   “The roses never reached my window,” she said sadly. “I had thought I would live to see them up here.”
 
   “They will come back in the spring,” Simon told her. “It is only a few weeks now and the sun will be warmer and the flowers will bloom again.”
 
   “And when your flowers bloom again, Simon of Grenoble, you would sacrifice me on your stone,” she snarled at them.
 
   “No, he won’t.” Mark took another step forward. “I won’t let anyone hurt you, Merry. Come back inside now.”
 
   “Come and talk to us,” Lucio pleaded with her.
 
   Mark had asked them to come here with him while he did what he had to do. They had not expected to find her in such a state.
 
   “I would talk to you, my king,” she looked at Lucio. “You could take me home to the palace you built for me.”
 
   “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go, il mia dulce,” he told her. “Just come back now.”
 
   Merry slid back inside the room and leaned on the window.
 
   “Anywhere?” She smiled at him and seemed to forget that Mark Andrew and Simon were in the room with them. “Back to Babylon?”
 
   “Of course, anywhere,” Lucio answered and reached out his hand to her. She walked across the room and took his hand before kneeling before him. Mark Andrew went quickly to close and lock the window.
 
   Merry lowered her head and began to speak in a language he did not understand. She lifted up her face and smiled at Lucio.
 
   “May thy lofty Lordship be exalted unto the stars. In the worship of thy divinity may I live eternally. In my heart will I continue to devote my life to you and you will be blessed among men, O great Nebucchadnezzar, King of Babylon and all the world. I am your servant and your queen.”
 
   Simon looked at Mark Andrew and frowned. This was literally killing him. She hated him and would not talk to him. She really believed that he would kill her.
 
   “Merry.” Lucio bent in front of her and helped her to her feet. She was shaking with cold and her lips were blue. He had no idea how long she had sat perched in the open window before Simon had called him. “Come to the fire and warm yourself. I would like to speak with you about things.”
 
   Merry allowed him to draw her to the hearth as Mark Andrew found her robe discarded at the foot of her bed. He brought the robe and draped it over her shoulders. Lucio sat next to her on the hearth and wrapped one arm around her. She looked up at Simon.
 
   “Send the priest away,” she told him. “I have no need of confession.”
 
   Simon backed toward the door.
 
   “Merry.” Mark Andrew placed his hand under her chin. “Look at me. Do you know who I am?”
 
   “You are Ninib, god of Saturn,” she said. “I have called you down from the heavens to witness my death.”
 
   “I forbid you to die, Meredith,” he told her. “I would not know what to do without you.”
 
   “You have many priestesses in the temple, O Great Lord of Saturn. Another will take my place.”
 
   “I don’t want another.”
 
   “But you already have another. And she will bear your son. You no longer need me and I am ready to die.”
 
   “Merry.” Mark Andrew lost his patience. He was not good at playing these games and he was tired. “Get up.” He took her arm roughly and pulled her to her feet. “Look at me.”
 
   She closed her eyes and turned her head.
 
   “Brother...” Lucio said miserably and looked away from them. He could not bear this.
 
   “Look at me, Meredith Nichole.” Mark Andrew jerked her around and took her face in one hand. He placed his other hand on her forehead and waited. Her eyes fluttered and then she opened them. He saw nothing but chaos there and the overpowering fear she felt at that moment. The face of a demon with glowing eyes confronted him and he heard someone screaming his name.
 
   Then he was stumbling backwards. Simon caught him and righted him. Merry ran toward him and he caught her before they ended up in the floor together. Lucio came to help Mark Andrew up again and Simon knelt beside Merry.
 
   “She is fainted.” He looked up at them.
 
   “Take her down to the library,” Mark told them gasping as he tried to recover from the impact of what he had seen in her mind. “She can’t jump from there. Stay with her until I come.”
 
   Lucio picked Meredith up from the floor and carried her from the room with Simon following him.
 
   Mark Andrew looked about the room and then went to the closet. He pulled out one of her bags and began to stuff it full of her clothes. She would have to go. D’Brouchart would take her to France and from there to Italy. Rueben and Simeon would go with them and Lucia had agreed to go along as well to take care of her mother until they could decide what would be done. He had taken her mystery from her and it had not been easy. There had been something else there. Something terrible. When he carried her bags down to the library, Simon met him grim-faced at the door and ushered him inside.
 
   Merry was on her knees in front of the television set with Lucio kneeling beside her. The Italian looked up at him with wide eyes and shrugged. She had one of his hands and was holding it up to the TV screen as if they were kneeling before an altar.
 
   “He is the chief and the honorable, the Prince of the gods, the mighty Merodach, our gracious lord, hear and receive our prayers, favor us, and by your exalted power, place in our hearts the reverence which is yours by right. Make this place your tabernacle,” her voice rose clearly and her eyes were open, but she did not seem to see or hear them. “O great and terrible Nergal, cease in your anger with us, your humble servants and lift this curse from our heads.”
 
   Simon cringed and jumped as thunder crashed about the house. Thunder in winter. Another unnatural storm. Mark Andrew hurried forward and Lucio shook his head adamantly, almost panic-stricken. Mark stopped and she continued. “Hold our hearts firm, O lord. Remember our service. We grant thee our greatest devotions. Open their eyes that they may see the might of thy power. Heed not the weepings and wailings of the son of darkness. Look upon us, your true servants. The time comes when all will be aright. In the spring. In the spring when the flowers bloom again, we will make an altar unto you and serve you as you deserve.”
 
   The lightning flashed and another great thundering rumble shook the house. Mark Andrew grabbed her arm. He was knocked back as if the lightning had traveled through her and into him. She turned to look at him where he lay on the floor at Simon’s feet. Lucio took that opportunity to punch her almost lightly under the chin and she went down on the rug.
 
   “Call the physician at the clinic,” Simon told the Italian as he picked her up and laid her on the sofa. “Tell him to bring a sedative. Find my father and Lucia. Tell them it is time to go. Bring Montague.”
 
   Simon helped Mark Andrew to his feet as Lucio left them in the library. Mark went to kneel beside her and took her hand, pressing it to his face. He looked up at Simon and shook his head.
 
   “What have we done, Brother?” Simon asked him.
 
   “I don’t know.” Mark Andrew laid his head on her stomach. “Merodach. She was praying to Merodach.”
 
   “Who is Merodach, Brother?” Simon asked him.
 
   “Merodach is just another name that was used in Babylon for Marduk. Marduk, the Mad Arab.” Mark looked at him with great pain and confusion in his eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “Whoa, lassie.” Luke crossed the library and stood looking up at Merry where she clung precariously to the ladder attached to the tall bookshelves. “Whattar ye doin’ up thair? Let me ‘elp ye foind wottaver ye’re lookin’ fur.”
 
   Merry allowed him to help her down and she stood looking up at him.
 
   “He took my book I was reading,” she told him. “I was looking for it. It was a little purple one.”
 
   “But ye’re riskin’ yur loife up thair.” He shook his head and smiled at her. “It canna be thot important. Let Christopher ‘elp ye with these things. Ye’re in nae condition t’ be cloimbin’ ladders.”
 
   “Luke.” She wrapped her arms about his neck with difficulty. “Do you still love me?”
 
   “O’ carse I luv ye, lassie.” He smiled. “Whoy d’ ye ask?”
 
   “Because I’ve decided to marry you, that’s why,” she said and kissed him soundly to his surprise.
 
   “Oh, well, then thot’s dif’rent.” He returned her kiss. “As soon as th’ babe’s come, we’ll toy th’ knot proper.”
 
   “Oh, no. Now. I want to be married before the baby’s born,” she told him. “I want the baby to be born proper with a father and a name.”
 
   This caused him to frown deeply.
 
   “What is it? What’s the matter?” She asked him and laid her head on his chest. “What did your brother tell you?”
 
   “‘e didna tell me anything thot mattars.” Luke held her close. “But we’ll ‘ave t’ leave ‘ere t’ be married and I dunna think it wud be woise fur ye t’ travel roight now.”
 
   “Have you ever heard of Las Vegas?” She looked up at him.
 
   “Las Vegas? Is thot in Spain?” He blinked at her.
 
   “No, silly. It’s in America. We can go there on a plane and be back in a day or two days.”
 
   “Wot wud we do thot fur?” He asked.
 
   “We can get married there without all the rigamarole and we could stop off in Texas and see if my house is still there. You said I could have my house back if it’s still standing, remember?”
 
   “Aye, but we’d ‘ave t’ ask permission from th’ Master,” he told her.
 
   “The Master. Your brother? He’ll never let you go there,” she whined. “It’s a din of iniquity... like Sodom and Gomorrah put together.” She laughed. “Mark Ramsay will never allow his ‘little brother’ to go to such a place with a ‘wooman’ no less.”
 
   “I’m not ‘is little brother. I am th’ eldest,” he told her darkly. Sometimes her sarcasms were completely wasted on Luke’s simple perceptions.
 
   “I can’t tell. Do you ask his permission for everything?” She kissed him again. “If you wanted to take me to my room and celebrate our engagement, would you have to have to call him first? Would you have to ask permission to make love to me?”
 
   “No. I wud not.” He shook his head.
 
   “Then prove it.” She raised her chin slightly.
 
   Luke seemed to struggle with some internal battle and then lost. 
 
   “But yur condition is rather delicate.” He patted her stomach.
 
   “But yur condition is rather urgent,” she patted something else.
 
   “Ye’re a bad gurl,” he told her and then picked her up.
 
   “I can be much worse.” She smiled at him as he carried her from the library. “Oh, by the way. Would you ask Christopher to find the little purple book or find another book for me about Merlin the Magician?”
 
   “Merlin?” He asked abstractedly as he opened her door awkwardly. 
 
   “Yes, Merlin. I want to read about Merlin,” she told him.
 
   “Oh, aye. I s’pose I cud do thot.” He kicked the door closed with his foot.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
    “I know it’s here somewhere,” Corrigan walked carefully down the musty passage under the buttery and the kitchen of the castle keep. “I saw him bring the damned box down here.”
 
   “I don’t like this place, Brother,” Simon told him nervously as he looked about at all the dully gleaming piles of bones and the black eye sockets of the skulls stacked about them. “And spying on the Grand Master could be most dangerous.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” Carlisle shuddered. He reached into one of the niches behind the bones and shined his flashlight into the cracks and crevices. “Who would like such a place? But I assure you, little Brother, I am a master of stealth. One of my specialties is espionage... spying... intelligence. Don’t you remember the wars? I am quite capable of taking care of myself when it comes to these things.”
 
   “This is holy ground. We are disturbing this place.” Simon held his flashlight up and shined it further along the passage. The crypt seemed to go on forever. The torches popped and guttered in the deep silence. Every move they made sent echoes up and down the stone halls. The Healer could sense the presence of many spirits here who did not rest.
 
   “It is much more disturbing to think that he has put that abominable thing down here with our venerable brothers’ bones. There is more here than meets the eye, Simon, and I would know the truth. All of this does not sit well with me. Here we find ourselves in Ramsay’s sway. He has taken over the Order just as the Ritter and Thomas Beaujold feared.”
 
    Corrigan moved on to another depression in the wall. He shrieked and jumped back as two huge rats scurried from the niche. Simon crossed himself and let out a sigh. “Look around, Brother. Thomas is dead. The Ritter is dead and his unholy son is in his place. Can you not feel his eyes when he looks at you? Not only that, Sir Champagne is dead and so is James Argonne for having crossed his path too closely.”
 
   “I could always feel the Ritter’s eyes when he looked at me. His son is no different in that respect. And if the records contain the truth, then our Brothers erred terribly and were quite deserving of their fates,” Simon protested.
 
   “And the Master. Usurped by none other than Ramsay himself. Just like the Ritter said. Don’t get me wrong, Brother, I am a Welshman and that makes Ramsay my countryman, but I don’t like what he’s done here. We are only here by accident.”
 
   “We are here by the will of God, Carlisle,” Simon corrected him.
 
   “Then God must have put us here for a purpose.” Corrigan crossed the corridor and shined his light on another pile of bones. He reached out one finger and ran it over the top of the skull perched atop several crossed femurs. His finger came away white in the glow of the flashlight.
 
   “Aha.” He shined the light through the latticework of bones. The barest glimpse of silver shown in the darkness. He began to pull the bones from the shelf.
 
   “No.” Simon grabbed his arm. “Don’t do that.”
 
   “For pity’s sake, Simon.” Carlisle turned to take the Healer by the shoulder. “Your father still lives, Simon. And until I am convinced otherwise, he is still the Grand Master.”
 
   “He is not my father,” Simon objected.
 
   “Yes, he is. You know the Ritter would not lie about such a thing. You saw him yourself and he admitted the truth of it. You have to buck up, Brother. You are the Grand Master’s son. And more than that. You are the chosen one. In my mystery I see this. The mystery of the Temple. Your father’s mystery. You are the Mosiach. The chosen one of Israel. You must help me to put your father back in his place. And this thing is what will make that possible. We have to take back the Order from this Interloper. Ramsay has your counterpart wrapped around his fingers. You saw that. And that Simon is not you. You saw the look in his eyes. He would have killed you if you had called him out. Simon. Trust me.”
 
   Simon nodded and then began to help him remove the old bones more carefully. He crossed himself after each one and started whispering the prayers for the dead.
 
    
 
    
 
   (((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))
 
    
 
    
 
   Merry lay in her bed with her head on Luke’s chest, looking at the stains on her wall that she had been unable to remove from the wood paneling. Corrigan’s blood that had run down the wall after Luke had stabbed him there.
 
   “Do you ever feel bad about what you did to Carlisle?” she asked him.
 
   “Whattar ye talkin’ aboot?” He raised his head slowly.
 
   “I mean that.” She nodded her head and he looked at the wall.
 
   “Oh, thot. No. He shudna been in yur room without permission,” Luke told her. “It was nae more than ‘e desarved.”
 
   “I thought it was a bit severe myself,” she commented.
 
   “‘e ‘ad it comin’ fur a long toime. Thair’s nae too much love between us.”
 
   “How so?” Merry used the phrase she had picked up from them.
 
   “Carlisle Corrigan is a bit o’ a pansy, if ye know wot I mean. ‘e’s ‘ad ‘is share o’ ‘ard words from me brother as well. It’s th’ cross ‘e must bear.”
 
   Merry pushed herself up and stared down at him.
 
   “You mean Carlisle Corrigan is gay?”
 
   “Oh, he’s cheerful enough, lassie, most o’ th’ toime, but it’s not ‘is parsonality I’m talkin’ aboot. ‘e ‘as an eye fur th’ boys in th’ choir. It’s a tarrible burden and ‘e’s taken ‘is share o’ floggin’s fur it. But ‘e also ‘as an eye fur th’ lassies as well. ‘e needs t’ make up ‘is moind one way ‘r anoother before th’ divvil takes ‘is soul.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Finished.
 
    
 
    
 
   Quotations taken from the King James Version Bible Old Testament Books: Daniel, I & 11 Kings, I & II Chronicles, I & II Samuel, Ezekial. New Testament Books: The Revelation of St. John, Jude, Mark, Luke, Matthew. The Ars Notaria: Lapis Philosophorum, The Golden Tractate of Hermes, The Pretiosissimum Donum Dei, the Splendor Solis, the War of the Knights; the Testimony of the Mad Arab and the Necronomicum. The Book of Enoch. The Ars Arabia.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   If you enjoy reading the Assassin Chronicles, do not be discouraged, the series has at least thirty installments and you have barely scratched the surface!! 
 
   If you enjoyed Brendan Carroll’s writing style, have you checked out his other works also available in eBook format and paperback?
 
    
 
   Hounds of Oblivion: A small town is plagued by a string of gruesome murders and mysterious abductions. When the evidence begins to point to a local murder/mystery writer, things get kind of weird. Fortunately, his long time friend and local constable thinks there is more to it than meets the eye. The unlikely pair must solve and the mystery surrounding the murders and abductions before the FBI catches up with them.
 
    
 
   Tempo Rubato ~ Stolen Time: A tribute written to Brendan Carroll’s favorite classical composer: Wolfgang Mozart action/adventure style with a touch of sci-fi and romance. Tempo Rubato is an epic story about a corrupt, clandestine corporation using Einstein’s accomplishments and modern technology to make money in a somewhat less than legal manner. Murder and mayhem ensue when a Mozart scholar and NYC homicide detective get involved. Check it out on Amazon, available for Kindle and also in paperback.
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